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This review organizes a variety of phenomena related to emotional self-report. In doing so, the authors
offer an accessibility model that specifies the types of factors that contribute to emotional self-reports
under different reporting conditions. One important distinction is between emotion, which is episodic,
experiential, and contextual, and beliefs about emotion, which are semantic, conceptual, and decontextualized. This distinction is important in understanding the discrepancies that often occur when people are
asked to report on feelings they are currently experiencing versus those that they are not currently
experiencing. The accessibility model provides an organizing framework for understanding self-reports
of emotion and suggests some new directions for research.

research designed to test the accessibility assumptions of the
model is presented.

Emotions are momentary experiences that are intimately tied to
the ebb and flow of everyday life, but people also possess generalized beliefs about their emotions. Because beliefs are abstract
representations, whereas emotions are episodic occurrences, emotional experience and beliefs about emotion often diverge. This
less-than-perfect correspondence has important consequences for
understanding emotional self-report. In this article, we explore the
discrepancies that can arise when people report on their current
feelings versus on feelings that they are not currently experiencing.
Our goal is to show how a handful of accessibility principles can
explain many of the inconsistencies that appear in the self-report
literature.
We offer an accessibility model of emotional self-report as an
organizational framework. The model is based on standard cognitive principles of accessibility and priming. According to this
model, when data from current experience is inaccessible, selfreports of emotion will reflect other sources of nonexperiential
information. These other sources of information include memory
for the episodic details of an emotional event as well as semantic
knowledge about one’s emotions. Our review of relevant studies
shows that the approach has broad explanatory power and numerous implications for future research. We focus on how this approach can advance the understanding of emotional reports by
specifying the factors that contribute to different types of selfreport. Relevant issues are raised throughout the article, and new

Sources of Information in Emotional Self-Report
Self-report is the most common and potentially the best (Clore,
1994; Diener, 2000; Watson, 2000) way to measure a person’s
emotional experiences. In addition to being convenient, it is also
true that, unlike physiological measures of emotion, self-report
measures are not limited to current emotions. In this respect,
people can answer all kinds of questions about their emotional
experiences, including how they felt in the past, how they think
they will feel in the future, and how they would feel in a particular
situation. Partly because of the ease with which people can make
emotion ratings, it is a common practice to take the same emotion
terms, the same set of instructions, and simply change the relevant
time frame (e.g., past few weeks, right now, in general, if X
happened, etc.) when asking people to rate their experiences.
Regardless of the time frame involved, responses are generally
reliable and, to a certain extent, valid.
It is easy to assume that the same process or processes are
involved in all types of emotional self-report. However, it would
be a mistake to make this assumption. In this connection, the
current article has at least two major aims. First, we wish to
document emerging evidence for discrepancies among different
types of emotional self-report. Second, and more important, we
seek to understand why people often say different things about
emotions that they are currently experiencing than about emotions
that they are not currently experiencing. In both aims, our review
is broader and more integrative than prior literature reviews.
We propose that people access at least four types of knowledge
when reporting on their emotions. These sources are ordered from
the most specific to the most general. First, people could access
their feelings directly (experiential knowledge). We argue that
such access is limited to reports of current emotion. Second,
people could attempt to retrieve specific moments from the past
(episodic memory). Although past feelings in and of themselves
cannot be recalled (in the sense of being reexperienced), they can
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often be reconstructed by recalling relevant thoughts and eventspecific details. Third, people could access a belief about the
emotions that are likely to be elicited in a particular type of
situation (situation-specific belief). For example, most of us believe that insults lead to anger, birthdays are associated with
happiness, and vacations are enjoyable. And fourth, people could
access beliefs about their emotions in general (identity-related
belief). This last source of emotion knowledge includes the beliefs
assessed by trait emotion scales (e.g., empathy), as well as social
stereotypes (e.g., gender stereotypes). An example of the latter
type of belief is people’s commonly held stereotype that women
are more emotional than men.
Each source of information— experiential knowledge, episodic
memory, situation-specific belief, and identity-related belief—provides a person with a potentially different answer concerning his or
her emotions. This sets the stage for divergence between different
types of self-report (e.g., online vs. trait), a point that is covered in
detail below. For now, it is useful to discuss three important
distinctions relevant to the four sources of information. Specifically, it is useful to distinguish experiential knowledge from
memory-related sources of information, episodic memories from
semantic ones, and situation-specific beliefs from identity-related
beliefs. These distinctions are considered in turn in the next three
sections.

Experiential Knowledge Versus Memory
We assume that an emotional experience can neither be stored
nor retrieved. For example, one can remember the fact that riding
a roller coaster involved a thrilling sense of free fall, but one
cannot retrieve that (or any other) actual experience from the ride.
Indeed, if one could truly store and replay the actual experience of
riding a roller coaster, there would be little point in riding it more
than once. The same is true for emotional experiences. Although
emotions can sometimes be generated by mentally reenacting a
past situation (Wyer, Clore, & Isbell, 1999), the resulting experience is a new emotion created in the moment, not an old emotion
called up from memory. Moreover, each emotional experience is
subtly different, so much so that it might be said that a person
never feels the same thing twice (Galin, 1994; James, 1890). For
this reason, any delay between an experience and its report necessarily means a loss of information.
These considerations suggest that online reports (i.e., reports of
current feelings) must be distinguished from memory-based reports. Because experiential knowledge is more or less exclusive to
online reports of emotion, people often say different things about
their emotions when actually experiencing them then when they
are not actually experiencing them.
So far, our approach overlaps to some extent with others (e.g.,
Loewenstein, 1996). However, there are important differences as
well. One of these lies in the critical distinction that we make
between the contributions of episodic and semantic memory. In so
doing, we are able to suggest fundamental similarities between a
variety of types of self-report (e.g., retrospective, prospective, and
trait) that can share semantic, but not episodic, memory. For
example, it is reasonable to think that gender-related biases in
retrospection (M. D. Robinson, Johnson, & Shields, 1998) and in
response to hypothetical vignettes (M. D. Robinson & Johnson,
1997) occur for similar reasons (see below for a review), namely
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the intrusion of gender stereotypes. Prior accounts of retrospective
biases are relatively mute on the similarities between retrospective
and hypothetical reports of emotion. By positing different memory
processes, we are also able to distinguish different types of memory biases in retrospection. In particular, the biases in episodic
retrieval discussed by Kahneman (1999) appear to be quite different than the theory-based reconstruction discussed by Ross (1989).
We make sense of these distinct retrospective biases by proposing
that biases due to episodic versus semantic memory have distinct
consequences.

Episodic Versus Semantic Memory
Although we argue that emotional experiences cannot be retrieved or reexperienced after they occur, it is important to note
that many of the supporting contextual details can be recalled. For
example, minutes after a roller coaster ride, a person would be able
to remember the relative speed of the roller coaster, the number of
steep drops, and the extent of jostling. Many of these contextual
details would be helpful in reconstructing one’s emotional experiences during the ride. In addition, the person might remember
that they had, at one point during the ride, said to themselves “This
is pretty exciting” or “I’m too scared to put my arms up.” In other
words, to the extent that they labeled their feelings during the ride,
such thoughts (but not the feelings on which they were based)
would be available for retrospection. Finally, recalling contextual
details may aid the accuracy of retrospection by allowing the
person to recreate an emotional state that is compatible with the
emotion experienced at the time of initial occurrence (Lang,
Kozak, Miller, Levin, & McLean, 1980; M. D. Robinson & Clore,
2001).
The ability to recall contextual details, however, declines
quickly with the passage of time. In this respect, emotion-related
memory is no different from other forms of memory (Eich &
Schooler, 2000). With every moment that elapses between an
event and its later recall, a predictable loss of detail occurs (for
reviews, see Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Rubin & Wetzel,
1996). With the loss of contextual details surrounding an emotional event, one would expect both random and systematic retrospective biases. Random biases would occur because one retrieves
some event details but not others. Systematic biases would occur
because, normatively, certain kinds of details (e.g., the most recent
moments of an experience) are retrieved at the expense of other
kinds (e.g., earlier moments of an experience).
At a certain point, however, accessible episodic memories become too few and too irrelevant to support reports of emotion
based on episodic recall. At this point, we claim, there is a shift to
semantic memory. If we are correct, such a shift should create an
entirely new set of retrospective biases—specifically, beliefconsistent ones. One major goal of this review is to document and
explain these belief-consistent biases.
Our ideas concerning the distinction between episodic and semantic memory are compatible with previous work by Tulving and
others (Tulving, 1984; 1993b; Wheeler, Stuss, & Tulving, 1997).
Episodic memory is specific to a particular event from the past.
Semantic memory is not tied to any particular event but rather
consists of certain generalizations (i.e., beliefs) that are rarely
updated. Whereas episodic memory decays rapidly, semantic
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memory does not. Table 1 lists some other qualitative differences
between these two forms of memory.
In general, there is good behavioral support for the episodic–
semantic distinction (Begg & Nicholson, 1994; Dosher, 1984;
Herrmann & Harwood, 1980; Neely & Durgunoglu, 1985; Shoben,
Wescourt, & Smith, 1978). In addition, there is neurological evidence that supports the distinction (see Schacter, Wagner, &
Buckner, 2000, for a review). Finally, there are functional reasons
for these distinct types of memory (McClelland, McNaughton, &
O’Reilly, 1995). In particular, one sometimes needs to learn new
information quickly, a capacity of episodic (but not semantic)
memory. On the other hand, one wants to develop relatively stable
expectations about the world, a capacity of semantic (but not
episodic) memory. To be able to learn quickly, it is important that
forgetting also occurs quickly. For this reason, episodic memory is
very time dependent. The two memory systems interact to a certain
limited extent, but by and large they function independently.
Before concluding here, it is important to distinguish our model
from Bartlett’s (1932) notion of schematic memory. Schematic
memory occurs when people recall episodic details from an event
that are congruent, rather than incongruent, with their schemas.
Available evidence suggests that this memory bias is not robust
(Alba & Hasher, 1983; Stangor & McMillan, 1992; Zuroff, 1989).
Indeed, people often recall more episodic details that are incongruent, rather than congruent, with their beliefs (Stangor & McMillan, 1992). In the context of our model, we do not assume that
semantic memory biases episodic memory. Rather, we assume that
people abandon episodic retrieval when emotion-related details are
inaccessible. In this respect, our view of semantic memory is
highly compatible with that of Dooling and Christiaansen (1977)
who, in the context of text memory, stated: “With the passage of
time, subjects have increased difficulty in retrieving passagespecific episodes. They compensate by using related information
from semantic memory” (p. 428).

knowledge because different ratings may be obtained depending
on which source(s) of belief an individual accesses when reporting
on noncurrent feelings.
An emotional situation is inherently episodic and contextual.
Situation-specific beliefs, on the other hand, are not episodic in
nature, but rather generalized (i.e., semantic) theories of how
situations are likely to influence emotion. As an example of this
distinction, Wilson, Lisle, Kraft, and Wetzel (1989) compared
estimations of how people would feel on their birthdays with how
people actually felt on their birthdays. Within the present framework, the former type of hypothetical prompt triggers beliefs
related to the influence of birthdays (i.e., they are good), whereas
the latter prompt triggers the appraisal of current life details, many
of which are likely to be unrelated to birthdays. In short, situationspecific beliefs, when compared with emotional situations, are
relatively static and stereotyped.
When a given situation is not strongly associated with a given
set of situation-specific beliefs, more general, identity-related beliefs are likely to be accessed. Such beliefs include those related to
personality, as well as those related to social norms. As an example
of the latter type of belief, Sprecher (1999) found that intact
relationship partners had a tendency to report that their love for
each other had increased since the last reporting period, despite the
fact that online reports of love from the relevant time frames were
not different. In our culture at least, a healthy romantic relationship
is perceived as one that deepens and progresses over time (Lakoff
& Johnson, 1999). Such a normative belief leads happy relationship partners to perceive progress even when none exists and to
reconstruct past feelings to be consistent with this belief (Ross,
1989).
In summary, situation-specific beliefs are beliefs about how a
particular situation is likely to influence one’s emotions. By contrast, identity-related beliefs are beliefs about one’s emotions in
general (i.e., across situations). Having presented this last distinction, we are now ready to say more about our model.

Situation-Specific Versus Identity-Related Beliefs
There are multiple types of self-report (e.g., hypothetical, trait)
that discourage the use of episodic emotion knowledge (see below
for an analysis). In such cases, we propose that people access
semantic emotion knowledge instead. People possess two types of
semantic emotion knowledge. On the one hand, they have beliefs
about how particular situations are likely to influence their emotions (i.e., situation-specific beliefs). On the other hand, they have
beliefs about their emotions in general (i.e., identity-related beliefs). We highlight these different types of semantic emotion
Table 1
Some Qualitative Differences Between Episodic and Semantic
Knowledge
Quality

Episodic
knowledge

Semantic
knowledge

Type of thought
Type of memory
Type of organization
Event-specific
Time-dependent
Susceptible to forgetting

Experiential
Autobiographical
Loose
Yes
Yes
Yes

Symbolic
Conceptual
Tight
No
No
No

An Accessibility Model of Emotional Self-Report
We have discussed four sources of information that are used in
emotional self-report: experiential knowledge, episodic memory,
situation-specific belief, and identity-related belief. We propose
that people prioritize these sources of information, preferring to
use the most specific source of information that is relevant to the
judgment at hand. In this respect, although people would prefer to
base all of their self-reports on experiential knowledge, this is not
possible. The given type of self-report (e.g., retrospective) may
render such information inaccessible. In such cases, people access
the next most specific source of information, namely episodic
memory. However, either because of the passage of time (e.g.,
retrospective reports) or because of a lack of availability (e.g.,
prospective reports), such episodic memories may be relatively
inaccessible. In such cases, people access the next most specific
source of information, namely situation-specific beliefs. However,
not all situations are associated with emotional beliefs. In addition,
the given type of self-report may not be particular to a given
situation at all (e.g., trait reports). In such cases, people access the
most general source of information, namely identity-related beliefs. Figure 1 depicts these processing priorities.
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used instead of the less specific source of information. Thus,
experiential knowledge dominates episodic memory and episodic
memory dominates semantic memory.
Evanescence. Experiential information cannot be stored in
memory and episodic memory declines quickly with the passage of
time.
In the body of this article, we use these three principles to
understand discrepancies between different types of emotional
self-report (e.g., online vs. trait). As a helpful overview of findings, we first apply our model somewhat generally to the different
types of self-report that have been used in the literature.

Types of Self-Report

Figure 1. Four sources of information in emotional self-report. The left
column notes that both experiential information and episodic memory are
episodic in nature, whereas both situation-specific and identity-related
beliefs are semantic in nature. The middle column depicts the processing
priorities. The right column indicates the type of self-report that is most
likely to be based on a particular source of information.

As indicated in the left column of Figure 1, both experiential
knowledge and episodic memory are episodic. That is, both knowledge sources pertain to particular events that occur in real time. By
contrast, both situation-specific beliefs and identity-related beliefs
are semantic. That is, both knowledge sources pertain to generalizations about emotion that are decontextualized, conceptual, and
largely independent of daily experiences. The right column of
Figure 1, finally, presents the type of self-report that we think is
likely to be based on that source of information. For example,
experiential knowledge is accessible only for online reports of
emotion.

Principles of Accessibility
In addition to Figure 1, it is useful to characterize our model in
terms of the following three principles.
Relative accessibility. The relative contributions the four
sources of information— experiential knowledge, episodic memory, situation-specific belief, and identity-related belief—to emotional self-reports depends on their relative accessibility with respect to the judgment at hand.
Dominance. If more specific (e.g., episodic memory) and less
specific (e.g., situation-specific belief) sources of information are
accessible and relevant, the more specific source of information is

Investigators have examined a number of different reporting
formats and content areas in understanding emotional experience.
A broad distinction can be made between online reports and those
that are not online, and we aim to show how the relative accessibility principle is important to understanding this distinction. We
also review research on self-reports of physiological symptoms,
reports that share important features with both online and noncurrent reports. When considering retrospective reports, we make the
distinction between retrospective biases that are due to episodic
memory versus those that are due to semantic memory. Finally, we
discuss the difference between situation-specific and identityrelated beliefs. The distinction has special relevance to retrospective, prospective, and hypothetical self-reports. An analysis of each
type of self-report reveals differences in the accessible information
that the reporter can draw on, as well as documents how these
differences can be understood as special cases of our general
accessibility model.
Online emotion reports. An assumption of our model is that
emotions are multifaceted phenomena that include distinctive subjective experiences. Hence, even when emotions are elicited by
stimuli and concerns that are not focal in awareness, people generally have access to them through the subjective experience
component (Clore, 1994). In arriving at online emotion reports,
these emotional experiences usually overwhelm prior beliefs about
one’s emotion, as indicated by the dominance principle.
Online reports of physiological symptoms. People are sometimes asked to report on their physiological processes and symptoms. For example, the experience of arousal, an important contribution to emotional experience, is sometimes thought to be
based on activation of the sympathetic nervous system (e.g.,
Schachter & Singer, 1962). However, research has demonstrated
that people have comparatively poor access to their bodily reactions (Pennebaker, 2000). For this reason, they often make inferences about their bodily processes by using shared as well as
idiosyncratic theories of how situational factors affect the body
(i.e., situation-specific beliefs). The lack of direct access to bodily
processes also allows for identity-related beliefs about emotion to
play a role. The relative reliance on situation-specific versus
identity-related beliefs depends on the sufficiency of situational
cues for making inferences. When clear-cut cues exist in the
environment (e.g., the person is viewing an intense stimulus),
situation-specific beliefs are used. When clear-cut situational cues
are lacking, more general identity-related beliefs are used.
Retrospective emotion reports. Across a wide variety of tasks,
memory for specific episodic details declines as a power function
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of time since encoding (i.e., a steep loss initially, a more gradual
loss thereafter; Rubin & Wetzel, 1996). Memory for emotional
events is no different. There are two consequences to this steep
loss of episodic information. First, more memorable moments or
details of an emotional event disproportionately affect retrospective estimates of emotion (Kahneman, 1999). This is a bias due to
episodic memory. Second, there is a gradual decline in the accessibility of episodic information and therefore an increased reliance
on more generalized beliefs about emotion to fill in the details.
This is a bias due to semantic memory.
As we discuss when reviewing relevant research, emotionrelated beliefs are sometimes normative in nature (e.g., “Women
are more emotional”) and sometimes idiosyncratic to the person
(e.g., “I am an anxious person”). Beliefs about emotion may be
either situation-specific (which are general, despite being situation-related; e.g., “Public speaking is stressful”) or identity-related
(e.g., “I am a stressed person”). As with online reports of physiological symptoms, the relative reliance on situation-specific beliefs and identity-related ones depends on whether a person can
access situation-specific beliefs with clear relevance. By contrast,
to the extent that a situation is not associated with a particular set
of beliefs, an individual is more likely to rely on identity-related
beliefs when considering his or her emotions in retrospection (see
Figure 1 priorities).
Prospective emotion reports. People are sometimes asked to
predict their emotions in the future, and such predictions may play
a substantial role in behavioral choices (Loewenstein & Schkade,
1999) and current feelings (Totterdell, Parkinson, Briner, & Reynolds, 1997). For example, the anticipation of anxiety in a given
situation may be more important than the actual experience of
anxiety in that situation to the maintenance of panic-related disorders and phobias (Barlow, 1991). When people predict their
future feelings, they lack any of the specific episodic details that
characterize retrospective reports. As a consequence of this, beliefs
about emotion perhaps play a larger role in prospective (vs. retrospective) reports. As with retrospective emotion reports, however,
the relative reliance on situation-specific versus identity-related
beliefs depends on the sufficiency of situational cues for triggering
a situation-specific belief. When situational cues are relatively
clear (e.g., “How will you feel before you give your presentation
at work?”), situation-specific beliefs are accessed. When situational cues are lacking (e.g., “How will you feel a month from
now?”), identity-related beliefs will be accessed. As we demonstrate, it is important to take into account the clarity of situational
cues when reconciling different findings pertaining to anticipated
emotions.
Hypothetical emotion reports. Hypothetical emotion reports
are very much like prospective ones, in the sense that people are
estimating their reactions without access to episodic information
specific to the relevant situation. However, there may be differences in the beliefs cued by anticipated versus hypothetical reports.
Hypothetical reports are generally given with reference to a particular situation, whereas prospective reports can be given in the
absence of any relevant situational cues except those that are
self-generated (e.g., “How will you feel next week?”). Because
descriptions of specific situations are integral to hypothetical
prompts, beliefs about these situations are likely to constitute a
primary influence on judgments of emotion. In addition, hypothetical (vs. prospective) reports may discourage reference to identity-

related beliefs precisely because they are supposedly related to the
effects of situations rather than to differences between people. (In
this connection, see Schwarz, 1999, for evidence of different
attitude reports when a questionnaire is ostensibly administered by
a social institute as opposed to a personality institute.) Because
normative reactions are perceived as the object of hypothetical
prompts, such prompts may be especially likely to trigger normative theories about situational influence.
Time-inclusive emotion reports. People are sometimes asked
to report on their emotions over an hour, a half-day, a day, or
longer. People are also often asked to report on their emotions in
general, a format that seems to act like an especially wide timeinclusive frame. Because of the special status of “in general”
reports within the personality literature, we often refer to this type
of time-inclusive format as a trait report. All time-inclusive reports
are necessarily retrospective (e.g., how I felt during the last hour
includes how I felt an hour ago), although retrospective reports do
not necessarily involve multiple time frames (e.g., how I felt at the
beginning of this hour). As such, time-inclusive reports should be
subject to some of the same biases (such as peak and recency
effects, Kahneman, 1999) that characterize retrospective reports.
However, time-inclusive reports also introduce another factor in
the sense that a person is asked to average over particular moments
in time. Research on frequency estimates indicates that people tend
to adopt estimation (rather than recall) strategies when a number of
events are relevant (Blair & Burton, 1987). Progressively wider
time frame prompts make it increasingly likely that an episodic
recall strategy is abandoned in favor of a semantic (i.e., beliefbased) one. Toward the end of this article, we present new evidence from our lab (M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002) that supports
this view of time-inclusive emotion reports.
To summarize our analysis of reporting formats, online reports
of emotion should primarily reflect experiential knowledge. This
dependence on experiential knowledge differentiates online reports of emotion from all of the other reporting formats considered.
By contrast, online reports of physiological symptoms are expected to be more dependent on semantic knowledge (i.e., beliefs),
precisely because people have comparably poor access to their
bodily reactions. Retrospective emotion reports are likely to be
subject to memory-related biases of two distinct types. First, to the
extent that episodic details are relatively accessible, retrospective
reports of emotion should be subject to episodic memory biases
such as peak and recency effects. Second, to the extent that
episodic details are relatively inaccessible, retrospective reports of
emotion should be subject to semantic memory biases. Prospective
emotion reports, even less constrained by any specific episodic
details, are largely driven by semantic emotion knowledge. When
situation-specific beliefs are accessible and relevant, they are used;
when they are not accessible, identity-related beliefs are used.
Hypothetical emotion reports, like prospective ones, seek estimates in the absence of specific episodic details. However, in
hypothetical emotion reports, situations are often described in
enough detail to differentially trigger beliefs about situational
influence. Finally, time-inclusive emotion reports combine retrospection with the necessity of integrating across multiple time
frames. The latter process may be especially difficult when an
individual is asked to integrate a large number of emotional
moments. To the extent that integration becomes difficult, that
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person may abandon such efforts and instead access semantic
emotion knowledge.

Introduction to Literature Review
By way of introduction to our literature review, we should make
several points to clarify our theoretical biases. We use the term
beliefs to emphasize the semantic, generalized nature of such
knowledge rather than to imply that there is inherent falsehood in
relying on this source of information. Generalized beliefs about the
self clearly have some validity, as revealed by studies of self– other
agreement in behavioral traits (Fuhrman & Funder, 1995; Funder,
1995) and emotional experience (Watson & Clark, 1991). Nevertheless, there are other beliefs—such as those related to gender
differences in emotional experience—that may be largely erroneous (Feldman Barrett, Robin, Pietromonaco, & Eyssell, 1998).
Although our review touches on these issues, its primary concern
is with the processes that contribute to self-report.
Our review is primarily concerned with self-reports of emotion
and physiological symptoms rather than with other manifestations
of emotion such as behavior, facial expressions, or bodily reactions. Also, although a number of reviews make distinctions between the related constructs of mood, emotion, and feeling (e.g.,
Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994; Rosenberg, 1998), we do not
emphasize those distinctions here. In this respect, our review is
concerned with hedonic experience broadly. For the sake of clarity, furthermore, research is reviewed by content area rather than
by accessibility principle or type of self-report. The first section
examines whether there is a simple answer to the question “Are
women more emotional than men?”

Gender Stereotypes and Reports About Emotion
Research on gender stereotypes of emotion reveals two distinct
stereotypes. First, there is a broad stereotype centered on emotion
intensity. People tend to believe that women are more emotional
than men (Shields, 1987; Widiger & Settle, 1987; J. E. Williams &
Bennett, 1975). Indeed, notions of the stoic male and the reactive
female are arguably central to definitions of masculinity and
femininity (Shields, 1995), often defined in terms of agency and
communion (Cross & Madson, 1997; Eagly & Wood, 1991).
Second, there are more specific, although less robust, stereotypes
centered around particular emotions congruent with agentic versus
communal roles. Women are thought to experience more negative
self-directed emotions that are social in nature (e.g., shame, embarrassment) as well as more positive other-directed emotions that
are social in nature (e.g., gratitude, sympathy). By contrast, men
are thought to experience more positive self-directed emotions that
are self-focused in nature (e.g., pride, self-satisfaction) as well as
more negative other-directed emotions that are self-focused in
nature (e.g., anger, hostility; Birnbaum, Nosanchuk, & Croll, 1980;
Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1996; J. T. Johnson & Shulman,
1988; M. D. Robinson et al., 1998; Shields, 1991).
On trait self-report scales, furthermore, one tends to find sex
differences in emotion that are congruent with stereotypes, perhaps
with the exception of anger and hostility (Balswick & Avertt,
1977; Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Feldman Barrett et al., 1998;
Shields, 1991; Stapley & Haviland, 1989; Tangney, 1990). For
example, in a literature review, Eisenberg and Lennon (1983)
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documented large sex differences in self-reports of trait empathy
(e.g., “Seeing people cry upsets me”), and we have also observed
similar large sex differences in our own research (e.g., M. D.
Robinson, Robertson, & Syty, 2002). With reference to selfconscious emotions, Tangney (1990) found that women reported
more shame and guilt than men, whereas men reported more pride
than women (see also Stapley & Haviland, 1989). With reference
to anger and hostility, however, sex differences tend to be weak,
nonexistent, or sample-dependent (Nolen-Hoeksema & Rusting,
1999; Scherer, Wallbott, & Summerfield, 1986). Given more robust sex differences on trait scales assessing empathy-related
(Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983) and self-conscious (Brody & Hall,
1983) emotions, several reviews have argued that the less robust
differences centered on the experience of anger are actually consistent with gender stereotypes (Manstead, 1992; Shields, 1991).
Specifically, a tendency for women to report more intense emotions generally may counteract their tendency to report less anger
(Manstead, 1992).
Just as gender stereotypes of emotionality in general are more
robust than those concerned with specific emotions (Brody & Hall,
1993; Shields, 1991), sex differences on scales measuring emotionality in general tend to be more robust than sex differences on
scales measuring trait differences in specific emotions (Brody &
Hall, 1993; LaFrance & Banaji, 1992; Shields, 1991). For example, on a trait measure of affective intensity (Larsen & Diener,
1987), women routinely score higher than men (Diener, Sandvik,
& Larsen, 1985; Fujita, Diener, & Sandvik, 1991). Women, in
comparison with men, also (a) report themselves to be more
emotionally expressive (Kring, Smith, & Neale, 1994), (b) endorse
emotionality as more descriptive on trait scales (Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975), (c) recall emotional memories more quickly
and more frequently (Davis, 1999), and (d) recall emotional events
as more intense (Seidlitz & Diener, 1998). In terms of sex differences in how men and women process emotional events, women
score higher on a dispositional measure of emotional awareness
(Feldman Barrett, Lane, Sechrest, & Schwartz, 2000) and are more
likely to ruminate about negative events that have happened to them
(Nolen-Hoeksema, Parker, & Larson, 1994; Wood, Saltzberg, Neale,
Stone, & Rachmiel, 1990).
Whereas sex differences on trait measures of emotionality tend
to be robust and sometimes large (e.g., Eisenberg & Lennon,
1983), sex differences in online experience tend to be small or
nonexistent (LaFrance & Banaji, 1992; Shields, 1991). Shields
(1991), in her literature review, concluded that sex differences
appear more frequently when retrospective (vs. online) reports are
used. LaFrance and Banaji (1992) concluded that gender differences appear more frequently when direct (i.e., explicit) rather than
indirect measures of emotion are used, and when global (e.g.,
“How emotional are you?”) prompts are used rather than prompts
concerning specific emotions. Eisenberg and Lennon (1983) concluded that sex differences in trait empathy were large, but that sex
differences in response to particular stimuli were negligible. Eisenberg and Lennon also concluded that behavioral and physiological
measures of empathetic distress were not consistent with sex
differences in trait empathy. Indeed, in terms of physiological
reactivity, it is often the case that men appear to be more reactive
to current emotional stimuli than women (LaFrance & Banaji,
1992; Manstead, 1992).
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Extant evidence is consistent with the claim that sex-related
beliefs are often incorporated into the self-concept (Cross & Madson, 1997; Cross & Markus, 1993; Josephs, Markus, & Tafarodi,
1992) and that such beliefs differentially influence retrospective
and trait reports of emotion relative to online reports (LaFrance &
Banaji, 1992; Shields, 1991). However, a weakness of reviews is
that they necessarily make comparisons across different samples as
well as different reporting formats. A number of recent studies
have addressed this weakness by making comparisons within the
same sample of participants. This newer evidence is consistent
with prior reviews as well as with the accessibility model offered
in this article.
In one set of studies, M. D. Robinson and Johnson (1997)
created a set of hypothetical scenarios relevant to both stress and
emotion. Reasoning that people have gender stereotypes about
emotion, but not about stress, M. D. Robinson and Johnson asked
participants whether they would experience more emotion than
stress or more stress than emotion in response to specific scenarios.
They also asked whether stress or emotion was a better label for
how participants feel in troubling situations in general. As expected, there were no gender differences in response to the specific
scenarios, but women reported experiencing emotion more frequently in response to the general prompt. Thus, specific information about a situation, even in the hypothetical, was sufficient to
eliminate gender differences in emotion. This provides support for
the prediction that people rely on identity-related beliefs (e.g.,
gender stereotypes) only when situation-specific information is
relatively inaccessible.
In another investigation, M. D. Robinson et al. (1998) induced
emotion in the lab through the use of a word game competition.
Participants were paired with a partner, given an opposing team,
and asked to defeat the opposing team by outscoring them on a
timed test of word listing. The authors expected that the situation
would be sufficiently involving to elicit a variety of emotions. On
the basis of prior work on gender stereotypes, positive self-directed
(e.g., pride) and negative other-directed (e.g., anger) emotions
were combined to form a male-stereotypic scale. By contrast, a
female-stereotypic scale consisted of negative self-directed (e.g.,
guilt) and positive other-directed (e.g., sympathy) emotions. By
random assignment, participants were assigned to one of three
conditions. Those assigned to an online condition played the game
and then reported on their emotions immediately afterwards. Those
assigned to a retrospective condition played the game, but were not
asked about their emotions until a week later. Finally, in a hypothetical condition, participants only received a description of the
game and predicted their likely emotional reactions.
The results of the M. D. Robinson et al. (1998) study were in
accord with predictions. Specifically, self-reports obtained in the
online condition did not conform to gender stereotypes, and observer ratings of expressed emotion also did not vary by the sex of
the target. By contrast, self-reports were gender-stereotypic within
both the retrospective and hypothetical conditions. In these conditions, but not in the online condition, men reported more intense
male-stereotypic emotions and women reported more intense
female-stereotypic emotions. These results show that the accessibility of experiential information influences whether gender stereotypes are used in emotion reporting. When such information is
highly accessible (online condition), gender stereotypes have little
influence. When such situational information is rendered less

accessible, either because of the passage of time (retrospective
condition) or because of the lack of relevant experiential data
(hypothetical condition), gender stereotypes do influence emotion
ratings.
It is noteworthy that hypothetical details were sufficient to
eliminate gender differences in the M. D. Robinson and Johnson
(1997) study but not in the M. D. Robinson et al. (1998) study. The
discrepancy presumably reflects the fact that there are a variety of
sources of belief about one’s emotions, of which gender stereotypes are only one. M. D. Robinson et al. (1998) asked participants
to predict their emotional reactions to a laboratory word game
competition, a situation that they had not experienced in the past.
The M. D. Robinson and Johnson (1997) hypothetical scenarios,
by contrast, were more representative of emotional experiences in
real life and therefore more likely to cue situation-specific beliefs
rather than the identity-related ones particular to gender stereotypes.
Nevertheless, when M. D. Robinson and Johnson (1997) asked
participants to estimate the intensity of their reactions, women
estimated that their feelings, whether stress or emotion, would be
more intense than men’s. Although this was more pronounced for
responses to troubling situations in general than for responses to
the specific situational prompts, the gender difference in intensity
was significant for both types of prompts. M. D. Robinson and
Johnson (1997) speculated that intensity ratings are more global—
that is, less tied to particular situations—than frequency ratings
(see Thomas & Diener, 1990, for related evidence). A similar
conclusion was reached by LaFrance and Banaji (1992), and
conceptually similar findings were reported by Feldman Barrett et
al. (1998), a study to which we now turn.
Feldman Barrett et al. (1998) asked men and women to report on
their emotionality using trait self-report scales. There were pronounced sex differences on the trait scales of emotionality, with
women scoring higher on scales relating to affect intensity, openness to feelings, anxiety, and interpersonal warmth. The same
participants were also asked to report on their emotions following
daily social interactions, using a modified version of the Rochester
Interaction Record (Reis & Wheeler, 1991). The daily experience
ratings were made for 7 days, no more than 15 min after each
interaction. In contrast to the trait reports, there were no sex
differences in the intensity of seven specific emotions following
daily interactions. Participants had also been asked to report on the
intensity of their experience (emotion nonspecified) following
each interaction as well as on the extent to which they expressed
their emotions in the interaction. On these two global items,
women gave higher ratings than men. Thus, independent of the
accessibility of experiential information, it appears that global
ratings of emotionality are more subject to belief-related influences than are ratings of specific emotion terms (LaFrance &
Banaji, 1992). More generally, however, the findings of Feldman
Barrett et al. (1998) are quite consistent with the present analysis.
Furthermore, because these findings are consistent with a previous
study (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1996) as well as with prior
reviews (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Shields, 1991), they are
particularly compelling. Gender stereotypes about emotion, these
studies suggest, are a far more important influence on trait and
time-inclusive self-reports than on online reports of emotion.
Although we have been impressed by the lack of gender differences obtained online, we cannot preclude the possibility that
online differences can sometimes be found (e.g., Grossman &
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Wood, 1993). However, our points are less concerned with
whether gender differences in emotion exist, and more concerned
with the processes by which gender-related beliefs come to influence self-reports (see also Shields, 1991). The evidence is fairly
conclusive, we think, that men and women believe that their online
emotions differ more than they actually do. In the next section, we
review comparable evidence within an emerging literature on the
culture– emotion relationship.

Cultural Stereotypes and Reports of Emotion
For a number of years, psychologists have known that there are
robust cultural differences in happiness and life satisfaction. Relative to people from European or North American countries,
people from Asian countries tend to report less happiness (Diener,
Diener, & Diener, 1995; Diener, Suh, Smith, & Shao, 1995;
Veenhoven, 1993). A parallel difference in happiness emerges
between European and Asian Americans (Oishi, Wyer, & Colcombe, 2000; Schkade & Kahneman, 1997). Is there something
about living in an individualistic society that promotes happiness?
Is there something about living in a collectivistic society that
interferes with happiness? The answer to both questions appears to
depend on the type and timing of emotional self-report.
In large-scale studies of culture and emotion (e.g., Diener et al.,
1995), there is little opportunity for measuring a person’s emotional experiences repeatedly over time. Instead, respondents are
asked to characterize their happiness and life satisfaction generally. For example, the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) asks respondents to characterize
their lives as a whole without specifying any relevant time frame.
Note that if people were to consult episodic memory in making
such judgments, they would find themselves completely overwhelmed. They would have difficulty remembering and integrating all of the emotional moments that define life “as a whole.”
Furthermore, they would encounter difficulties deciding how to
weigh specific life domains such as education, health, family,
social relations, and so forth. Because episodic memory would not
be useful in making such judgments, our model assumes that
people would default to semantic emotion knowledge instead.
Thus, we can be relatively confident that Asian Americans
believe that they are less happy than European Americans do. A
different picture emerges, however, when emotion is sampled
online. In one study, for example, Scollon, Diener, Lucas, Oishi,
and Biswas-Diener (2001) obtained three measures of positive
affect from five distinct cultural groups (Hispanic, European, and
Asian Americans, as well as people from Japan and India). First,
participants were asked to rate their positive affect in general (trait
report). Second, they were asked to report on momentary experiences in daily life through the use of Palm Pilot computers (online
report). And third, 1 week after completing the momentary experience part of the study, they were asked to retrospectively characterize their mood states during the entire week of experience
sampling (retrospective report).
In this study (Scollon et al., 2001), online differences in positive
emotion were slight. However, retrospective and trait reports
showed more robust cultural differences. In particular, Hispanic
and European Americans reported more positive affect in their
retrospective and trait reports than the other three (Asian) groups
did. Furthermore, a regression analysis supported the idea that the
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non-Asian groups exaggerated their positive affect in retrospection, at least relative to the Asian groups in this study. Thus, this
study suggests that, relative to online experiences of positive
affect, Asians underestimate, whereas non-Asians overestimate,
their positive affect on reporting formats that discourage episodic
retrieval (e.g., retrospective and trait reports).
Similar results were found in a series of studies by Oishi (in
press). In one study, for example, Asian and European Americans
were asked to carry a Palm Pilot around for a week and to report
on their momentary positive affect (e.g., happy) whenever signaled
to do so by the computer (online report). At the end of the week,
participants indicated the extent to which they felt positive affect
during this entire week (time-inclusive report). In their online
reports, Asian Americans reported somewhat more frequent positive emotions than European Americans. In their time-inclusive
reports, by contrast, Asian Americans reported somewhat less
frequent positive emotions than European Americans. The Culture
(Asian American vs. European American) ⫻ Type of Report
(online vs. time-inclusive) interaction was reliable ( p ⬍ .05).
Moreover, similar results were found in the other studies (see also
Oishi & Diener, 2002; Oishi & Schimmack, 2002). In sum,
whereas Asian Americans do not appear less happy than European
Americans when online reports are considered, they do appear less
happy when retrospective, time-inclusive, or trait reports are
considered.
Why do Asian Americans underestimate, whereas European
Americans overestimate, their positive affect in retrospective reports? Perhaps Asian Americans differentially attend to and rehearse negative events relative to positive ones, whereas the reverse is true of European Americans. If so, it is possible that biased
episodic memories are responsible for the Culture ⫻ Type of
Report interactions detailed above. This appears not to be the case.
Specifically, in several experiments using carefully controlled
encoding conditions, Oishi (in press; Oishi & Schimmack, 2002)
has found that Asian and European Americans recall an equal
number of positive and negative events from the past. Furthermore, he has shown that retrospective emotion reports are uncorrelated with the valence of episodic memories that can be recalled.
Such results suggest that biases in episodic memory are not responsible for the rating biases that diverge by culture.
Instead, we view it likely that (a) Asian Americans believe that
they are less happy than European Americans and (b) such beliefs
differentially contribute to retrospective and time-inclusive reports
of emotion relative to online ones. Indeed, Diener, Scollon, Oishi,
Dzokoto, and Suh (2000) provided data that are consistent with
this model. In their study, cultural norms about happiness predicted the discrepancy between relatively specific (e.g., professors)
and relatively global (e.g., education) life satisfaction judgments.
In explaining these results, Diener et al. (2000) proposed that
people recall episodic details when rating relatively specific life
domains but that they rely on (culture-related) beliefs when rating
their satisfaction with global life domains (see also Schwarz &
Strack, 1991). As should be clear, such results are consistent with
the accessibility model offered in this article.
In sum, cultural differences in happiness are more apparent on
self-reports that discourage the use of episodic memory (e.g.,
time-inclusive, trait, and retrospective). In this respect, cultural
differences in emotion, like gender differences in emotion, appear
to be related to (culture-related) beliefs about emotion. A salient
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role for belief is also found when we examine the menstruation–
mood relationship.

Menstruation and Reports About Emotion
Do women experience an increase in negative affect just prior to
menstruation? Although both men and women believe that this is
the case (AuBuchon & Calhoun, 1985), no one should mistake this
belief for reality. Reports of emotional distress during the premenstrual period are more exaggerated retrospectively than online
(Boyle & Grant, 1992; Olasov & Jackson, 1987; Slade, 1984).
Indeed, online ratings of mood often show that there is no relation
between phase of cycle and negative mood, although there is some
increase in physiological symptoms such as pain and water retention (Ruble & Brooks-Gunn, 1979).
In a particularly informative study, McFarland, Ross, and DeCourville (1989) had female participants make daily mood ratings 4 to 6 weeks in a row. Ratings of negative affect did not vary
by phase of cycle. In addition to these online ratings, however, all
participants were asked to make retrospective reports approximately 3 weeks into the study. They were asked to recall their
feelings from 2 weeks earlier, after reading through an event diary
that they had completed on the particular day in question. Some
women had been menstruating on this day, whereas other women
had not. As expected, retrospective ratings of mood were negatively biased among the group of women who had been menstruating on that day but not among the control group. Like the gender
stereotype research discussed above, this study identifies specific
beliefs about emotion, finds little evidence for these beliefs in
online ratings (e.g., Feldman Barrett et al., 1998), but finds a
correspondence between the beliefs and self-report under retrospective reporting conditions (e.g., M. D. Robinson et al., 1998).
In the McFarland et al. study (1989), participants were also
asked to rate their “typical” feelings during different phases of the
cycle—premenstrual, menstrual, and intermenstrual. These responses were used to measure participants’ idiosyncratic theories
about menstruation and mood. The authors found a systematic
relationship between the idiosyncratic theories and the magnitude
of the retrospective bias: The stronger a woman’s belief that her
feelings are negatively influenced by menstruation, the greater was
her tendency to retrospectively report her feelings as more negative than they actually were. Similarly, other research indicates
that reports of premenstrual distress are higher among those with
greater expectations of such distress (Brooks-Gunn & Ruble,
1980), as well as higher among those with a more traditional
feminine role orientation (Gough, 1975).
We assume that beliefs about menstruation and mood are not a
particularly salient basis for rating one’s mood, even in the retrospect. However, the accessibility of such beliefs is subject to
priming by the reporting context. In this connection, AuBuchon
and Calhoun (1985) randomly assigned women to menstruation
salience or control conditions simply by telling them that the study
was concerned with menstruation and mood or by withholding this
information. The retrospective ratings of the menstruation salience
group exhibited a cyclic variation that was consistent with beliefs
about menstruation and mood, whereas the retrospective ratings of
the control group did not. In another study of belief priming, Ruble
(1977) told women they were either premenstrual or not, and then
collected measures of symptom reporting. Those told they were

premenstrual reported more negative symptoms than those told
they were not premenstrual, irrespective of their actual phase of
cycle. Thus, situation-specific beliefs, like those associated with
menstruation and mood, can be primed by the reporting context,
thereby influencing emotion judgments when episodic details are
relatively inaccessible.
To summarize the research reported in this section, we link the
various findings to our accessibility model of self-report. First, the
research identifies a set of beliefs that have relevance to emotion.
Specifically, both men and women tend to believe that mood is
more negative during the premenstrual phase of the cycle. Second,
consistent with the research reported above on gender and emotion, research on menstruation and emotion finds systematic discrepancies between hypothetical and retrospective reports versus
those obtained online. Whereas both retrospective and hypothetical
self-reports demonstrate an association between mood and phase
of the cycle, online mood reports do not tend to find such an
association. Third, individual differences in beliefs about menstruation and mood predict the degree to which retrospective reports of
negative affect are biased relative to online reports. Such findings
show that normative beliefs are not uniformly held, but differ in
their strength, as well as in their influence on self-reports, among
individuals. And fourth, beliefs about menstruation and mood can
be primed by situational factors, resulting in retrospective reports
that are more belief-consistent. Altogether, these results provide an
excellent window on the processes involved in emotional self-report.
Having reviewed three particular areas of research— on gender,
culture, and menstruation—within the context of our model, we
now turn to a broader review of retrospective and prospective
biases in emotional self-report.

Other Retrospective and Prospective Biases
In the previous section, we discussed the study by McFarland et
al. (1989) involving retrospection and reports about premenstrual
emotion. In addition to this study, Cathy McFarland and Michael
Ross have amassed a good deal of evidence for retrospective
biases in self-report (for a review, see Ross, 1989). For example,
McFarland and Ross (1987) tracked romantic relationships over a
2-month period. Over this period, some relationships had become
closer, whereas others had deteriorated. Participants were asked
for their perceptions of the relationship at both times, and at
Time 2, were also asked to retrospect on their feelings 2 months
earlier. Retrospective reports were systematically biased in the
direction of participants’ current perceptions. If their relationship
had improved, they rated their earlier feelings as more positive
than they actually had been. If their relationship had deteriorated,
by contrast, they rated their earlier feelings as more negative than
they actually had been.
The McFarland and Ross (1987) study involves beliefs about
stability. People assume their relationships are more stable than
they actually are, and these beliefs influence the reconstruction of
past feelings. However, even within the context of romantic relationships, it is possible to elicit beliefs about change by asking a
different question. In a 4-year longitudinal study, Sprecher (1999)
asked intact couples whether their love, commitment, and satisfaction had declined or improved since the last measurement
period. At five times separated by a year, participants were also
asked to fill out contemporaneous measures of love, commitment,
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and satisfaction. Analyses revealed a significant tendency for
intact relationship partners to believe that their relationships had
improved during the previous year, although a longitudinal analysis revealed no evidence for increased love and commitment.
Those who thought their relationship had improved also reported
more current relationship satisfaction, but this correlation disappeared when prior satisfaction ratings were controlled. Thus, beliefs about change were erroneous, based primarily on current
satisfaction with the relationship.
Why would romantic partners say that their love and commitment had increased when it had not? According to Lakoff and
Johnson (1999), our view of love is shaped by the cultural metaphor “love is a journey.” There are numerous beliefs that follow
from such a metaphor, but one principal implication is that love
should by dynamic, progressing and deepening over time. The
alternative is a “stalled” relationship, or worse, one in which the
partners have “gone their separate ways.” In short, normative
beliefs about love include perceptions of increasing intimacy over
time. Because accurately recalling one’s love and commitment 1
year ago would be difficult, if not impossible, beliefs about change
allow partners to see deepened love and commitment even when
none exists.
Ross (1989) provided a powerful analysis for understanding
some types of retrospective reports. According to his framework,
one’s past standing on a certain attribute is often inferred on the
basis of one’s current standing, in combination with beliefs about
stability or change. There are numerous studies consistent with this
framework (e.g., M. K. Johnson & Sherman, 1990; Levine, 1997).
Biased reconstruction, however, does not necessarily involve beliefs about stability or change, as the McFarland et al. (1989)
menstruation research demonstrates. Rather, beliefs about emotion
can have direct effects on retrospective reports, leading to some
incongruence between feelings at the time of experience versus
estimations of those feelings at a later date. Because beliefs about
emotion can, but need not, be associated with beliefs about stability or change, we view the belief-based reconstruction discussed
by Ross (1989) as a specific case of semantic memory effects on
retrospective ratings.
According to our model, there are important similarities among
retrospective, hypothetical, and prospective reports of emotion.
Specifically, in all cases, experiential information is lacking. However, in retrospective— but not prospective or hypothetical—reports, a person may be able to retrieve some episodic details that
could be helpful in reconstructing their emotions. By contrast,
because such episodic details are necessarily inaccessible when
making prospective and hypothetical reports, such reports are
particularly vulnerable to beliefs about situational influence. For
example, questions such as “How will you feel when X happens?”
are particularly likely to prime beliefs about situational influence.
As demonstrated by Wilson, Wheatley, Meyers, Gilbert, and
Axsom (2000), people tend to overpredict their emotional responses to such prompts, precisely because the prompts cue theories of situational influence that are unconstrained by the episodic
details of daily life. In response to the question “How will you feel
if your football team wins (loses)?” the focal event (i.e., winning
or losing) attains disproportionate salience in relation to the more
mundane details of daily life. Thus, people think that their emotions will be more strongly affected by focal events than is actually
the case. In a particularly informative study, Wilson et al. (2000)

943

tested a prediction of this model that is consistent with our accessibility approach. Reasoning that prospective biases were due to an
underappreciation of the episodic details of daily life and an
overappreciation of the focal event, the authors manipulated the
accessibility of daily life details by asking some participants to
think about their daily activities following a win or loss by the
football team. As expected, participants primed to think about
daily life estimated that their reactions to a win or loss by the
football team would be less extreme in nature. As we detail below,
a recent study by M. D. Robinson and Ryff (1999) provides
converging evidence for the efficacy of this manipulation.
Other examples of focalism are easy to find. For example,
participants in Stone, Hedges, Neale, and Satin (1985) were asked
to characterize their mood states on Mondays as well as on other
days of the week. Participants expressed the belief that their mood
tended to be worse on Mondays than on other days of the week, but
their daily mood ratings did not show such a pattern. In another
study (Wilson et al., 1989), 97% of a belief-reporting group
reported that their mood would be particularly good on their
birthdays. The accuracy of this belief was assessed by calling one
sample of participants on their birthdays and calling another sample on some other day. Incongruent with widely shared beliefs,
there was no difference in mood between the two samples. Participants apparently experienced this “special” day as just another
day, at least at the time of the survey.
People also expect their mood to be enhanced during vacations.
To assess the consequences of this belief, Mitchell, Thompson,
Peterson, and Cronk (1997) obtained prospective, online, and
retrospective reports of vacation enjoyment. Prospective reports
were always more rosy that online reports, and retrospective reports were more rosy in two of the three studies. The curvilinear
pattern is particularly interesting. People not only overestimated
their enjoyment before a vacation, but their retrospective reports
matched their prior estimations to a greater extent than they
matched their more recent online experiences.
What’s a vacation like? Will you experience romance, relaxation, and intrigue? Perhaps, but if you are like us, you will also
waste money, overindulge in food and drink, have many nonintimate interactions with strangers, and experience restless sleep and
irregular body functions. By the end of your vacation, you will
long for the comfort and regularity of home. Vacations, in short,
are full of mundane and negative events, but these tribulations are
generally underappreciated in prospective and retrospective reports (Thompson, 1997).
Reality does not always fall short of beliefs, though. In some
cases, especially when people are anticipating negative events,
they may overestimate the negativity of their reactions. For example, Totterdell et al. (1997) asked participants to predict their mood
at work for a given day. They did so each morning and these
predictions were compared with actual mood during the day.
Perhaps anticipating the tasks and obligations that would befall
them on a given day, mood predictions were overly pessimistic.
They were also only very weakly correlated with mood on that day
(5–9% shared variance). Indeed, people have a general tendency to
believe that work is burdensome, and therefore a source of negative affect, despite the fact that it provides challenges that are
generally conducive to optimal experience or “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989). By contrast, despite the fact that leisure
experiences are often mind numbing and boring (e.g., TV view-
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ing), people express a preference for leisure over work (Csikszentmihalyi & LeFevre, 1989).
A recent set of studies by Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg, and
Wheatley (1998) provides even more dramatic evidence for pessimism in prospective estimates. Participants were asked to predict
their emotional reactions to negative events such as the breakup of
a romance (Study 1), the failure to achieve tenure (Study 2), or the
defeat of their preferred gubernatorial candidate (Study 3). Across
each of these studies, participants predicted that their emotional
reactions to such events would be extreme and long lasting. However, when people actually experienced such events, their emotional reactions tended to be rather short lived and far less dire than
predicted. Indeed, even seemingly terrible events such as an HIV
diagnosis tend to have effects on emotional experience that pale in
comparison to predictions about the influence of such events
(Loewenstein & Schkade, 1999). Why? Prospective estimates are
disproportionately influenced by beliefs about the influence of
negative events on emotion. The more extreme the negative event,
the more extreme the situational belief that is invoked. By contrast,
one’s reactions to a negative event occurs in the context of other
daily life events (M. D. Robinson, 2000), but these configural
elements are typically underappreciated in prospective and retrospective estimations.
It is important to note that different prospective prompts cue
different beliefs and that the influence of any one set of beliefs
depends on the nature of the prompt. When people predict their
reactions to positive events like vacations (Mitchell et al., 1997),
they access beliefs about the influence of positive events on
emotion. When people predict their reactions to a negative event
like relationship loss (Gilbert et al., 1998), they access beliefs
about the influence of negative events on emotion. One can understand the extent to which people are overly optimistic or pessimistic about their feelings only by considering the prompt at
hand.
A third type of prospective report, furthermore, seems to tap a
third source of belief. When a particular event is not focal in
prospective estimations, people tend to be overly optimistic that
they will obtain positive outcomes (Taylor & Brown, 1988; Weinstein, 1980) and experience positive affect (Staats & Skowronski,
1992). People are overconfident in their predictions of their future
behaviors, particularly in a socially desirable direction, largely
because they underestimate the variability of intervening situational influences (Dunning, Griffin, Milojkovic, & Ross, 1990;
Vallone, Griffin, Lin, & Ross, 1990). In one study, for example,
participants were asked whether they would volunteer 3 hours of
their time if asked by a representative of the American Cancer
Society (Sherman, 1980). Although 47.8% of the prediction group
reported that they would, only 4.2% of people did when an actual
request was made. No doubt busy with their daily lives, the actual
request was much more onerous in reality than in the hypothetical.
Several recent studies document the sources of information that
contribute to overly optimistic expectations about future outcomes.
Gilovich, Kerr, and Medvec (1993) presented participants with a
set of ability tests and obtained predictions of performance at two
different times. Initial performance estimates were obtained when
the tests were relatively distant in the future, whereas more proximate estimates were obtained on the day of the tests themselves.
As expected, participants expected to do better on the tests when
their prospective reports were relatively distant from “the moment

of truth.” Gilovich et al. reasoned that when performance tasks are
close at hand, thoughts shift to the particular situation and its
requirements. When performance tasks are more distant, however,
such reality constraints are perceived as too distant to worry about
or simulate. The lack of accessible reality constraints, furthermore,
allows people to envision positive outcomes without considering
the difficulties involved in achieving them. A fourth study confirmed this account, in that accessible thoughts about an ability test
shifted from relatively more positive to relatively more negative as
the moment of testing approached. Furthermore, these differences
in accessible thoughts mediated the distant versus proximate difference in performance estimates, providing evidence for the claim
that accessible thoughts serve as a basis for biases in prospective
estimates.
Liberman and Trope (1998) further explored the nature of
accessible information in long-term versus short-term prospective
estimations. Their results indicate that, when an event is relatively
distant, accessible thoughts tend to be focused on the desirability
of the event. However, as the event in question becomes more
proximate, people become more concerned about the feasibility of
obtaining a desired outcome. In essence, reality constraints play a
lesser role when an event is distant, but the particulars of a
situation play a greater role when an event is close at hand. Indeed,
when people entertain the prospect of desirable outcomes, they
seem to ignore the fact that competing demands can undermine
their chances for success (Liberman & Trope, 1998), and they also
underestimate the time requirements involved in achieving any
particular outcome (Buhler, Griffin, & Ross, 1994). These time
constraints, as well as the limits of one’s own abilities and the
difficulty of the task at hand, become particularly accessible in the
moment, however (Liberman & Trope, 1998). Thus, the differential accessibility of episodic constraints plays an important role in
how people envision their future versus their present. As we reveal
next, a similar analysis can be applied to prospective estimations of
happiness, which tend to be overly optimistic (Staats & Skowronski, 1992).
M. D. Robinson and Ryff (1999) have found that people think
they will be much happier in the future than in the past and present
Normatively, however, this belief is in error (Myers & Diener,
1995). The critical mechanism for this bias seems to be an underappreciation of episodic constraints. To test this idea, M. D. Robinson and Ryff asked people to think about stability or change in
their lives. As expected, the stability group was less self-enhancing
concerning their future affect, presumably because the limitations
of their current life circumstances were accessible when rating
their future happiness. Similarly, they found that people display
less future self-enhancement with age, again because of perceived
continuities between present and future circumstances: Estimations of future well-being become less biased with age because
age-related constraints on the present self are expected to continue,
and possibly worsen, in the future (see also Cross & Markus,
1991).
In summary, prospective and retrospective reports often diverge
from online reports (see also Loewenstein & Schkade, 1999;
Stone, Shiffman, & DeVries, 1999). The particulars of a given
situation are a primary influence on current feelings and behavior,
but they are underappreciated in prospective and retrospective
estimations. Several studies provide causal support for the present
accessibility account of such biases (e.g., M. D. Robinson & Ryff,
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1999; Wilson et al., 2000), and several other studies demonstrate
how different sources of information are accessed when an event
is distant versus close at hand (e.g., Gilovich et al., 1993; Liberman
& Trope, 1998). Reports of past feelings are often constructed on
the basis of implicit theories of stability or change (Ross, 1989),
but other beliefs—such as those related to the typical influence of
particular situations— often constitute a direct influence on both
retrospective and prospective reports. Prospective emotion reports
depend on beliefs that are cued by particular prompts. Situationspecific beliefs are especially likely to play a role when questions
include situational prompts, as when people are asked to predict
their reactions to particular events. By contrast, when such
prompts are not provided, people are likely to access other
emotion-related beliefs. An important goal for future research,
therefore, would be to specify more precisely the cues that render
particular beliefs more or less accessible. By considering how
particular prompts cue particular beliefs, the field will gain a more
comprehensive picture of retrospective and prospective biases.
For the most part, we have been concerned with emotional
experiences in this review. However, as illustrated in the next
section, similar accessibility considerations pertain to the literature
on reports of bodily symptoms.

Reports About Pain, Physiological Arousal, and Health
Complaints
In this section, we consider research on the reporting of physiological symptoms and pain. The first line of research considers
whether people have access to bodily arousal processes, and if not,
whether their symptom reports can be influenced by situationspecific beliefs. The second line of research examines whether
people can accurately remember their experiences of pain. In a
subsequent section, we consider individual differences in reports
of physiological symptoms. Altogether, the research highlights
how accessible sources of knowledge influence physiological
self-reports.
People have poor access to their physiological processes (Pennebaker, 1982). This includes measures such as heart rate, respiration, skin conductance, and blood pressure, as well as other
mainstays of psychophysiology research. From the perspective of
our model, this makes it particularly likely that reports of physiological responding are largely constructed on the basis of
situation-specific beliefs. In a study consistent with this account,
Pennebaker (1981) asked participants to monitor their heart rate
while watching a series of emotion-relevant slides. The slides
varied on dimensions of pleasantness and interest. On a withinsubject basis, reports of heart rate were strongly related to the
pleasantness (r ⫽ –.72) and interest (r ⫽ .53) of the slides. By
contrast, these reports were only weakly related to actual variations
in heart rate (r ⫽ .12), and similar results have been obtained for
reports of respiration, skin conductance, and finger temperature
(Pennebaker, 1982). It therefore appears that people make erroneous assumptions about their physiological responding on the basis
of accessible information about the situation.
Reports of physiological symptoms can also be influenced by
the accessibility of semantic knowledge related to health. For
example, Skelton and Strohmetz (1990) asked participants to complete the Pennebaker Inventory of Limbic Languidness (PILL;
Pennebaker, 1982), a 54-item checklist of negative physiological
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symptoms (e.g., nausea, chest pains, tender skin, etc.). One group
completed the measure upon arrival to the laboratory, whereas the
other group completed a semantic priming task first. Health-related
cognitions were primed in the latter group by having people
choose the more health-related word in a series of word pairs. As
expected, PILL scores were quite a bit higher when these healthrelated cognitions had been primed than when they had not.
The results of Skelton and Strohmetz (1990) suggest that somatic complaints are in part a function of the temporary accessibility of health-related information from semantic memory. Such
findings help explain medical students’ disease (Mechanic, 1972;
Woods, Natterson, & Silverman, 1966), mass psychogenic illness
(Colligan, Pennebaker, & Murphy, 1982), why psychogenic diseases spread by friendship rather than proximity at work (Pennebaker, 2000), and why physiological symptoms seem so much
more distressing at the hospital than in other contexts (McCaul &
Malott, 1984). In related experimental research, Zimmerman, Linz,
Leventhal, and Penrod (1984; as cited in Cioffi, 1991) told some
participants that their blood pressure was “a little too high,”
whereas Pennebaker (1982) told some participants that it was flu
season. Both of these manipulations led to higher reports of relevant physiological symptoms, providing powerful evidence for
constructive processes in symptom reporting (Cioffi, 1991).
A second line of research that we consider in this section
concerns whether people can accurately remember their pain experiences. By and large, we suggest that they cannot. Pain, like
other hedonic experiences, appears not to be stored in memory, as
revealed by analyses of retrospective descriptions (Loewenstein,
1996; Strongman & Kemp, 1991). Thus, memories of pain, like
prospective estimates of pain, have an as-if quality, suggesting that
sources of information that are not experiential are operating when
people are trying to estimate pain that they are not currently
experiencing. The research of Rachman and Arntz and colleagues,
in particular, reveals a number of discrepancies that distinguish
online reports from those that are retrospective, prospective, or
hypothetical (see Rachman & Arntz, 1991, for a review). For
example, people have a tendency to overestimate their prior pain
(Rachman & Bichard, 1988), and this tendency is enhanced by the
length of the delay between online and retrospective reports (Rachman & Eyrl, 1989). Also, predictions of future pain are strongly
influenced by recent experiences (Arntz & van den Hout, 1988).
Together, these two findings suggest that some sources of information bias retrospective and prospective reports (relative to online ones) in a similar direction.
The research of Kahneman and colleagues provides an explanatory framework for some of the biases found by Rachman and
Arntz (1991). In a representative study, Kahneman, Fredrickson,
Schreiber, and Redelmeier (1993) asked participants to submerge
their hands in ice-cold water for two trials. One trial consisted of 2
min in 14 °C water, whereas the other trial consisted of the same
treatment, plus an additional 30 s at a slightly warmer, but still
uncomfortable, temperature (15 °C). After the two treatments,
participants indicated their preference for a third trial, which would
be identical to one of the first two. Somewhat surprisingly, people
indicated a preference for the longer trial, despite the fact that this
longer trial produced a greater amount of suffering overall (Kahneman et al., 1993). Retrospectively, they reported that the longer
trial was associated with lower peak suffering, and that this longer
trial had been easier to cope with. Online ratings, however, did not
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support this contention—suffering was equal during the initial
period, and an additional amount of suffering was added in the
longer trial. Similar results have been reported in other studies
(Fredrickson & Kahneman, 1993; Redelmeier & Kahneman, 1996;
Varey & Kahneman, 1992).
Varey and Kahneman (1992) suggested that retrospective estimations of pain are disproportionately influenced by peak distress,
in combination with distress at the end of the pain episode. Thus,
if a distressing event ends on a less distressing note, the entire
event is viewed more favorably. According to Fredrickson and
Kahneman (1993), this retrospective bias is due to several factors.
First, retrospective reports are insufficiently sensitive to the duration of the pain episode. Second, “snapshots” of the pain episode—
due to salience or recency effects—are particularly accessible
when people are making their retrospective ratings.
To summarize the research reported in this section, retrospective
symptom reporting is systematically biased by several factors.
Peak and end effects exert a disproportionate influence on retrospective estimations, presumably because these portions of the
pain episode are more accessible at the time of retrospective
reporting. Such retrospective distortions are due to biases in episodic memory. In addition, as revealed in the earlier research
reported in this section, people have poor access to their physiological processes. As a consequence, reports on such processes are
influenced by beliefs about situational influence, or alternatively,
by temporarily accessible semantic knowledge related to health.
For the most part, our review has focused on reports of experience per se. However, there are other emotion-related self-reports
that are relevant to the proposed model, and we review research on
some of these in the next section.

Beliefs About Causal Influence and Coping Dispositions
This section highlights several lines of emotion-related research
that are relevant to our proposed model. Wilson, Laser, and Stone
(1982) have asked whether people have insight into the causes of
their mood. Shiffman and colleagues (see Shiffman, 2000) have
asked whether people have insight into the causes of their smoking
relapse. Finally, Stone and colleagues (Schwartz, Neale, Marco,
Shiffman & Stone, 1999; Stone et al., 1998) have asked whether
people are capable of characterizing their coping behavior. We
highlight these lines of work because they have advanced the
field’s understanding of how memory problems and emotionrelated beliefs can compromise retrospective or time-inclusive
reports relative to those obtained online.
Wilson et al. (1982) asked participants to rate their mood each
day, as well as to assess a variety of factors that could have
affected their mood such as the weather, the adequacy of their
sleep, and their workload that day. Such reports were completed
for 5 weeks, a large enough sample of days to assess correlations
between the different event-related factors and mood for each
participant. Following the daily assessments, participants were
also asked to estimate the relationship between each of the 14
event-related factors and mood, on a ⫺3 (strong negative relationship) to 0 (no relationship) to 3 (strong positive relationship)
scale. By correlating actual and estimated weights for each of the
factors for each of the participants, the authors were able to
determine whether people had insight into the factors affecting
their mood. Across participants and factors, the average correlation

between objective and subjective weights was .42, indicating some
insight as well as some room for improvement.
In assessing the sources of insight, Wilson et al. (1982) asked
another group of participants, ones who had not made the daily
ratings, to judge the typical relation between the 14 event-related
factors and mood. Although they had not participated in the daily
assessment phase and did not know the participants in question,
their subjective weights correlated highly, indeed just as highly,
with the objective weights obtained from the daily diary study (r ⫽
.45). That is, naive observers were just as accurate at predicting
how the event-related factors influenced a stranger’s mood as
participants were in assessing how these factors influenced their
own mood. Furthermore, the more highly the daily diary raters’
subjective weights correlated with the observer group’s subjective
weights, the more insight they displayed into the causes of their
own mood. Wilson et al. (1982) interpreted these findings as
indicating that both actors and observers access shared theories
(i.e., beliefs) about the influence of events on mood, and that these
shared theories were largely responsible for people’s insight into
the factors affecting their own mood. To the extent that participants departed from the use of shared theories in predicting how
events affected their own mood, they also displayed less insight
into the causes of their own mood states (see also Wilson & Stone,
1985).
Like Wilson and colleagues, Shiffman and colleagues (see
Shiffman, 2000, for a review) have also been concerned with
theories of causal influence. In this case, the focus of investigation
is on the factors that predict smoking relapse among people who
are trying to quit. In several investigations, Shiffman and colleagues have used experience-sampling procedures to determine the
objective factors that predict relapse. Following the experiencesampling reports, the relapsed smokers have been asked to retrospect on the factors that likely caused their relapse. By comparing
retrospective and online accounts of relapse, one can then assess
whether people have retrospective access to the causes of relapse.
Shiffman’s (2000) conclusions are quite pessimistic concerning
retrospective insight. In fact, retrospective accounts of the factors
that caused smoking relapse were totally unrelated to the objective
factors that caused relapse! One source of bias relates to negative
affect. Retrospectively, relapsed smokers overestimate their negative affect just prior to relapse. Assuming that smokers’ retrospective accounts were largely driven by shared beliefs about the
causes of relapse, Shiffman (2000) asked a naive group of participants, who were actually nonsmokers, to predict how several
factors would play a role in relapse. Their accounts of relapse
correlated as high as .77 with smoker’s retrospective accounts, but
did not correlate with the objective factors predicting relapse.
Thus, Shiffman (2000) concluded that relapsed smokers were
using shared theories of relapse in their retrospective reports.
Furthermore, he concluded that such belief-driven accounts of
relapse were completely erroneous when compared with weights
derived from momentary data. Thus, Shiffman’s findings, like
those of Wilson et al. (1982), highlight the role of shared theories
of situational influence in retrospective reporting. To improve
people’s mood or prevent unwanted behaviors, these findings
suggest, research should investigate the influence of situational
factors in vivo rather than seek retrospective accounts of situational influence. The latter source of data can be seriously compromised by the use of normative theories that may overlap rela-

EVIDENCE FOR AN ACCESSIBILITY MODEL OF EMOTIONAL SELF-REPORT

tively little with objective weights derived from online reports (see
also Kahneman, 1999).
As collaborators, Saul Shiffman and Arthur Stone have also
used the experience-sampling methodology to understand another
important health-related topic, namely how people cope with
stress. Two recent investigations suggest that coping behaviors
must be assessed in vivo, as retrospective and trait reports of
coping are systematically inaccurate in a number of ways. In the
first investigation, Stone et al. (1998) assessed stress and coping
responses on the basis of experience-sampling procedures, and
then obtained retrospective reports of coping covering this same
time period. One basic finding was that some participants tended
to underendorse the use of coping responses retrospectively,
whereas other participants tended to overendorse the use of such
coping responses. Specifically, the extent to which under- versus
overendorsement in retrospective ratings was characteristic of an
individual correlated at .30 across items.
More important from a theoretical standpoint, Stone et al.
(1998) compared discrepancy rates involving cognitive coping
responses (e.g., “I viewed the situation differently to make it more
bearable”) versus behavioral coping responses (e.g., “I doubled my
efforts to make things work”). A comparison of online versus
retrospective reports revealed that cognitive coping responses were
systematically underreported in the retrospect, whereas behavioral
coping responses were systematically overreported in the retrospect. In accounting for these findings, the authors argued that
cognitive responses would be relatively fleeting in memory,
whereas behavioral responses would be more memorable, thus
shifting retrospective reports toward behavioral responses relative
to cognitive ones. Although the retrospective ratings were relatively close in time to the online ratings, the two methods shared
only 29% of the variance in coping rates across items, and similar
results were reported by Ptacek, Smith, Espe, and Rafferty (1994).
Overall, the results suggest that dramatically different accounts of
stress and coping can be obtained when the reports are online
versus retrospective.
In a second investigation on stress and coping, Schwartz et al.
(1999) compared momentary coping reports with trait reports of
coping (i.e., when dealing with problems in general). To address
the question of whether there were stable individual differences in
coping, momentary data were partitioned into between-subjects
and within-subject (i.e., across time) sources of variance. These
analyses revealed that between 15% and 30% of the variance in
momentary coping was due to stable individual differences. However, the trait ratings of coping predicted only 10% of this valid
variance. The authors concluded that trait accounts of coping,
although highly reliable, do not capture individual differences as
revealed by momentary assessments. In essence, people possess
certain beliefs about their coping dispositions, but these beliefs are
largely invalid when compared with their online reports of coping.
It should be noted that Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, and DeLongis
(1986) obtained similar results in an earlier investigation, thus
increasing our confidence in the conclusions of the Schwartz et al.
study.
Whereas Schwartz et al.’s (1999) results are provocative in
suggesting that coping dispositions, as measured by trait scales, are
largely invalid, we do not think that trait measures of emotionality
can be generally characterized in this way. People form generalized beliefs about their own emotions that are reliable and valid,
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and surely these generalized beliefs derive in part from repeated
experience with one’s own emotions over time (e.g., Epstein,
1983). Nevertheless, the following section does present evidence
for the view that personality is a source of beliefs about emotion
that can bias prospective, hypothetical, and retrospective reports
about experience. Viewed from the perspective of our model,
personality would constitute one source of generalized beliefs
about emotion, beliefs that would be differentially accessed when
people report on noncurrent experiences.

Personality as Belief: Theoretical Considerations and
Evidence for Dissociation
Thus far, our review of discrepancies involving online versus
noncurrent reports has largely, but not exclusively, been concerned
with normative beliefs (e.g., that vacations are pleasant). In this
section, we review evidence that personality-related beliefs can
sometimes bias reports about retrospective, hypothetical, and prospective experiences. The explanation for such discrepancies, it
should be clear, is that personality, like other sources of belief
about emotion, constitutes a source of knowledge that can be
drawn upon in reporting on emotions that are not currently felt. To
the extent that personality-related beliefs misrepresent particular
moments of experience, we would expect discrepancies between
online and noncurrent reports. Although it seems reasonable to
assume that personality beliefs are in part based on observing
one’s own emotional reactions over time, it also seems reasonable
to propose that the relationship is far from perfect.
How do people derive beliefs about themselves, and are such
beliefs necessarily based on concrete daily experiences? Such
questions have been addressed by autobiographical memory researchers. According to Conway (1990), self-representation is
intimately tied to the formation of personal semantic memories.
Examples of such semantic abstractions include “what I was like in
college” and “what I tend to do on weekends.”
This research offers one overarching conclusion about the relation between episodic and semantic memories that is particularly
important in the present context: Semantic abstractions organize,
and are used to reconstruct, memory for the specific details of
personal events (Conway, 1996), particularly for events that are
more remote in time (Semin & Smith, 1999). For example,
whereas events are experienced in a particular temporal order (e.g.,
I walked into the cafe, sat at a table in the corner, etc.), event
retrieval seems to be organized by thematic content rather than by
temporal order (Anderson & Conway, 1993). In a particularly
intriguing demonstration of organization by personal semantic
themes, N. R. Brown, Shevell, and Rips (1986) found that the
recall of personal events was faster when participants were asked
to recall autobiographical memories from their high school days
than from the identical period defined as President Carter’s term;
by contrast, recall for political events was faster with the latter
prompt.
There are a number of important consequences of people’s
tendency to organize events by personal semantic memories. First,
events that do not fit one’s preferred semantic themes are forgotten
or otherwise not easily retrieved on the basis of semantic cues
(Conway, 1996). There are many findings consistent with this
claim. Depressed people experience difficulty remembering specific positive memories, a finding that is not dependent on the
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frequency of these events in their lives (J. M. G. Williams, 1996).
Women, in comparison with men, find it easier to recall emotional
events (Davis, 1999), likely because they have more sophisticated
emotion concepts that can serve as retrieval cues (Feldman Barrett
et al., 2000). Individuals high in repression (defined as high social
desirability and low trait anxiety) have a difficult time recalling
events associated with certain negative emotions (Davis, 1987;
Hansen & Hansen, 1988), likely because they do not have welldeveloped personal schemas centered around negative emotions
(Bonnano & Singer, 1990). There is a general tendency for people
to remember positive events better than negative events (Bahrick,
Hall, & Berger, 1996; Skowronski, Betz, Thompson, & Shannon,
1991; Taylor, 1991), likely because the vast majority of people
think of themselves in positive terms (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton,
1989; J. D. Brown, 1986). Finally, autobiographical memories are
organized on the basis of goal structures (J. A. Robinson, 1996).
For example, individual differences in achievement motivation
predict the tendency to recall events centered on achievement,
whereas individual differences in intimacy motivation predict the
tendency to recall events centered on intimacy (McAdams, Hoffman, Mansfield, & Day, 1996; Woike, Gershkovich, Piorkowski,
& Polo, 1999).
A second important consequence of personal semantic memories is that they are shaped according to criteria such as coherence
and consistency with other self-postulates (Epstein, 1973; McAdams, 1993). Personal semantic memories tell a story about the self,
a story that uses conventional narrative structures (Barclay, 1996;
Baumeister & Newman, 1994). For example, Clarke (1995) obtained autobiographical memories from people, scrambled them,
and asked naive judges to reorder them appropriately. Naive
judges ordered the events in a manner similar to the protagonists,
suggesting that the protagonists had used narrative conventions in
telling their life stories. Memories that possess coherence are seen
as likely accurate, whereas memories that do not possess this
quality are seen as inaccurate (Ross, Buehler, & Karr, 1998).
Personal semantic memories play an important role in developing
stable self-conceptions (Barclay, 1996; McAdams, 1993; Ross,
1989). Once such stable self-conceptions (or self-beliefs) are
formed, they exert strong influences on the encoding and retrieval
of self-relevant information (Swann & Schroeder, 1995). For example, people preferentially attend to, seek out, and remember
information that supports, rather than contradicts, their coherent
self-views (Baumeister & Cairns, 1992; Swann & Read, 1981; see
Swann & Schroeder, 1995, for a review). Thus, personal semantic
memories are an important component of self-theories more generally: They render the past consistent with current selfconceptions (Ross, 1989) and play an active role in how events are
encoded and retrieved (Conway, 1996; J. A. Robinson, 1996).
The third, and most provocative, consequence of personal semantic memories is that they eventually become dissociated from
the episodic details of daily life (Conway, 1996). For example,
people with amnesia can describe particular periods of their lives
despite the inability to recall any specific event that is relevant
(Cermak & O’Connor, 1983; Stuss & Benson, 1984; Tulving,
Schacter, McLachlan, & Moscovitch, 1988). Similarly, people
with amnesia can make trait judgments about themselves that are
reliable and valid despite the inability to recall a single life event
that is relevant (Klein, Loftus, & Kihlstrom, 1996; Tulving,
1993a). This suggests that abstract knowledge about the self is not

dependent on the recall of specific episodic information, a conclusion reinforced by reaction time studies with normal individuals
(e.g., Teasdale & Barnard, 1993). The most extensive body of such
evidence comes from Stanley Klein and colleagues (e.g., Klein &
Loftus, 1993; Klein, Loftus, & Sherman, 1993; Klein, Loftus,
Trafton, & Fuhrman, 1992; Schell, Klein, & Babey, 1996). They
have repeatedly found that (a) recalling a life event relevant to a
specific trait does not allow one to make that trait judgment more
quickly and (b) making a trait judgment does not allow one to
recall a relevant life event more quickly. In sum, concrete episodic
facts are neither necessary nor sufficient for making trait
judgments.
Lest one be concerned about the power of this reaction time
facilitation paradigm, Klein and colleagues have demonstrated that
trait judgments within a particular context (e.g., me at school) do
seem to depend on the retrieval of episodic information (e.g.,
Schell et al., 1996). Moreover, evidence from other literatures,
such as person memory (Hastie & Park, 1986; Lichtenstein &
Srull, 1987) and self-esteem (Marsh & Yeung, 1998), corroborates
Klein et al.’s (1996) basic point about the independence of global
personality judgments and memory for episodic facts. People form
general beliefs about their own traits, this research (e.g., Klein et
al., 1996) indicates, without having to recall any specific memories
about their behaviors or experiences. Perhaps this is not too surprising: Klein et al. (1992) found that recalling specific traitrelevant memories took nearly 11 s, whereas participants could
make trait judgments in 3 s (see also Knowles & Condon, 1999).
It is often assumed that people form general beliefs about
themselves on the basis of numerous specific experiences (e.g.,
Epstein, 1983), and this is surely an important, perhaps primary,
determinant. For example, self– other agreement in terms of behavioral (Funder, 1995) and emotional (Watson & Clark, 1991)
traits is consistent with the premise that both actors and observers
derive trait knowledge from a common basis, namely trait-relevant
experience (Fuhrman & Funder, 1995). Nevertheless, self– other
correlations are typically low to moderate (J. D. Brown & Dutton,
1995; Pervin, 1999), a fact that is consistent with the idea that there
are other important influences on self-judgments. Some of these
other influences relate to the incorporation of socialized beliefs,
including gender stereotypes (Cross & Madson, 1997; Josephs et
al., 1992; Thorne & Michaelieu, 1996). In addition, people possess
powerful epistemic motives centered on developing and maintaining coherent self-views (Swann & Schroeder, 1995). Thus, selfbeliefs are structured according to intrapsychic needs such as
coherence and consistency. Because such beliefs are abstract and
global, they are often dissociated from experiences within the
moment. Furthermore, because such beliefs are functionally dissociated from momentary events (Klein et al., 1996), and because
self-consistency is an important motive (Swann & Schroeder,
1995), self-beliefs tend to be updated only slowly over time
(Marsh, 1993; M. D. Robinson, 2000). These considerations render
it likely that personality-related beliefs are used when episodic
memories are inaccessible and that such a reliance on identityrelated beliefs can sometimes misrepresent online experiences.
Several studies have examined whether extraversion and neuroticism contribute differentially to online versus retrospective
judgments of experience. For example, Feldman Barrett (1997)
obtained reports of emotional experience three times a day for 90
days. Following these relatively online ratings, participants were
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then asked to characterize their emotions over the entire 90-day
period. Relative to their online ratings, participants high in neuroticism retrospectively overestimated the extent to which they
experienced negative emotions. A similar, though somewhat less
pronounced, retrospective bias was found for extraversion: Relative to their online ratings, extraverts tended to retrospectively
overestimate their experience of positive emotions. Similar results
have been observed in several other studies (e.g., Diener, Larsen,
& Emmons, 1984; Schimmack, 1996). Furthermore, similar results
have been recently reported for self-esteem (Conner, Wood, &
Feldman Barrett, in press): Individuals high in self-esteem tend to
overestimate their happiness in retrospective reports (relative to
online ones), whereas individuals low in self-esteem tend to underestimate their happiness. Together, this research indicates that
dimensions of personality (e.g., extraversion, neuroticism, and
self-esteem) can be viewed as sources of beliefs that differentially
contribute to emotional self-reports that discourage episodic memory for one’s emotions.
Extraversion and neuroticism tap beliefs about emotion, but
other content as well. For example, extraversion scales typically
include a large sociability component (e.g., “I like parties”). It
seems likely to us that even stronger personality-related biases in
retrospection would occur in studies using trait scales of positive
and negative affect. In this connection, Scollon et al. (2001) used
the same positive affect items in online, retrospective, and trait
judgments of emotion. In all of the five cultures that they examined, trait affect predicted retrospective ratings of positive affect
even after online ratings had been controlled. In at least two of the
groups (Asian and Hispanic Americans), trait and online affect
scores predicted about the same amount of variance in retrospective ratings.
Other studies have looked at how neuroticism biases retrospective reports of somatic experience. Although retrospective symptom reports are correlated at approximately .40 with neuroticism
(Pennebaker, 2000), there are reasons for thinking that this correlation reflects personality-related beliefs rather than momentary
differences in somatic experience. First, people high in neuroticism do not seem to experience more objective health problems, as
they do not visit the hospital more often (Watson & Pennebaker,
1989). Second, the correlation differs by the time frame of the
reports, such that larger coefficients are observed when wider time
frames (e.g., last few weeks) are used relative to narrower time
frames (e.g., today; Watson & Pennebaker, 1989). The latter point
suggests that neuroticism might retrospectively bias reports of
physiological symptoms relative to online reports, a hypothesis
confirmed in a number of online versus retrospective studies (e.g.,
K. W. Brown & Moskowitz, 1997; Larsen, 1992).
Larsen (1992) obtained three daily reports of physiological
symptoms for 8 weeks, and then asked for retrospective reports
covering this entire time period. Neuroticism biased retrospective,
relative to online, reports such that participants high in neuroticism
overestimated their symptoms in the retrospect. Although a retrospective bias was found, it was also true that participants high in
neuroticism reported more symptoms in their online reports. It is
important to note, however, that the online reports in this study
were not strictly momentary; participants were asked to rate their
symptoms over the period of several hours (e.g., from noon to
dinnertime). Reasoning that even these reports introduce biases
due to retrospection, K. W. Brown and Moskowitz (1997) per-
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formed a subsequent study in which symptom reports were momentary in nature (i.e., right now). In this study, there was no
relationship between neuroticism and online symptom reports, but
there was a retrospective bias due to neuroticism, replicating
Larsen. Taken together, these results are quite consistent with our
accessibility model in suggesting that (a) personality can be
viewed as a source of beliefs about experience and (b) such beliefs
contribute differentially to retrospective or time-inclusive reports
relative to those obtained online.
Repression is another trait that can be viewed as a source of
beliefs about emotion. Participants high in repression believe that
they experience fewer negative emotions than participants low in
repression, and this influences their responses to hypothetical
prompts as well as their ability to recall experiences of negative
emotion. Looking at responses to hypothetical scenarios, Schimmack and Hartmann (1997) found that participants high in repression estimated that they would experience negative emotions significantly less often than participants low in repression. Looking at
the retrieval of emotional memories, Davis (1987) found that
participants high in repression were less able to remember instances on which they had experienced particular negative emotions like fear and guilt (see Hansen & Hansen, 1988, for related
evidence). Davis (1987) concluded that repression is largely a
memory-based phenomenon: Participants high in repression believe that they experience negative emotions less often, and this
influences their ability to use self-generated cues to retrieve negative emotional memories (see also Bonnano & Singer, 1990).
Consistent with this account, Baumeister and Cairns (1992) gave
self-relevant feedback to participants, and found that participants
high in repression, relative to participants low in repression, were
better able to remember positive feedback and less able to remember negative feedback. Also consistent with Davis’s (1987) assumption that repression relates more to emotional memory than to
online experience, the evidence for repressive differences in online
emotional experience is mixed at best. For example, in a study of
daily emotional experience, Schimmack and Hartmann (1997)
found no online differences in the frequency of negative emotions
over a 2-week period. Taken together, it appears that (a) repression
measures, among other things, beliefs about the experience of
negative emotions; (b) such beliefs contribute to responses to
hypothetical prompts, as well as to retrospective reports about
emotion; but (c) online differences in emotional experience are
inconsistent and often nonsignificant.
Repression is defined as low trait anxiety combined with high
social desirability (Weinberger, Schwartz, & Davidson, 1979), and
it is often difficult to separate the effects of repression from those
of anxiety per se (e.g., Cutler, Larsen, & Bunce, 1996). However,
when considering trait anxiety alone, there is evidence for both
retrospective and prospective distortions. In Cutler et al.’s (1996)
study, participants reported on their daily experiences and then
made retrospective reports of their emotions during this period.
Participants high in trait anxiety exaggerated their retrospective
experience of negative affect relative to their daily ratings. Looking at a more specific experience, Arntz, van Eck, and Heijmans
(1990) examined participants low versus high in dental anxiety.
Prior to a specific dental visit, participants high in anxiety expected
to experience more dental pain during treatment (prospective report). Following treatment, they also remembered that their pain
had been more intense (retrospective report). During treatment,

950

ROBINSON AND CLORE

however, they actually experienced nonsignificantly less pain than
those low in anxiety (online report). Thus, prospectively and
retrospectively, individual differences in anxiety seem to serve as
a source of beliefs for predicting dental pain, leading to discrepancies between prospective and retrospective reports on the one
hand and online reports on the other (see Kent, 1985, for similar
evidence).
In another line of research, clinicians have asked people with
claustrophobia to predict how much fear they would experience in
an enclosed space and then rate their fear when actually in that
enclosed space (Taylor & Rachman, 1994; Telch, Valentiner, &
Bolte, 1994). A conclusion of this research was that potential
safety cues—such as proximity to an exit—are not appreciated
prospectively. However, such safety cues do have an influence on
online ratings of fear. People with claustrophobia, therefore, are
particularly likely to overestimate their fear when safety cues are
present (Taylor & Rachman, 1994). As argued by Barlow (1991),
phobias and panic disorders are not centrally related to the experience of fear within specific situations. For example, a large
minority of the public has experienced symptoms that could be
labeled as panic attacks. What makes phobias and panic disorders
particularly pernicious is that people come to anticipate intense
fear and avoid situations that could cue such symptoms to the point
that their lives become substantially influenced. Thus, as Barlow
(1991) argued, phobias and panic disorders relate more to the
anticipation of fear in particular situations than to the actual
experience of fear in these situations. Once such beliefs about
situational influence are formed, they are very difficult to change,
to a large extent because people so diligently avoid the feared
situation and are therefore unable to learn that the situation is less
terrible than expected (Barlow, 1991).
To summarize the main points of this section, we started by
reviewing research showing that personality judgments are typically not made by recalling specific events, experiences, or behaviors. Although personality-related beliefs are partly derived from
personal experience, they gain an independence from those experiences, thereby influencing how events are reconstructed. Personrelated beliefs are developed and maintained for the sake of clarity
and consistency in self-representation. They are conservative,
changing only relatively slowly in response to experience, and they
are relatively decontextualized. Therefore, we predicted that
personality-related beliefs could sometimes bias retrospective, hypothetical, and prospective reports of experience relative to online
reports. We were able to present some relevant evidence for this
contention, but further research would be particularly useful.

Episodic Versus Semantic Memory: A Test of the Model
A basic assumption of our model is that people switch from an
episodic memory strategy to a semantic memory strategy when the
type of self-report discourages episodic retrieval. Consider what
our model might predict about concerning time-inclusive reports
of emotion. When people report on feelings within the moment,
they should be relatively quick to do so, as only experiential
information need be considered. When reporting on their feelings
over a certain period of time such as several hours, days, or weeks,
by contrast, it should become increasingly difficult to rely on
episodic memory. Problems in retrospection and integration, that
is, become more formidable with wider time frames relative to

narrower ones. Our claim is that, at a certain point people do not
attempt to recall episodic memories, but instead access semantic
emotion knowledge. We sought to find relatively direct evidence
for this switch in memory type.
The basic procedures of our (M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002)
studies involved making emotion judgments on computer. Participants judged themselves on eight or nine emotions (e.g., anger,
happiness), depending on the sample involved. These emotions
were crossed with time frames that varied in their relative width,
including “right now,” “last few hours,” “last few days,” “last few
weeks,” “last few months,” “last few years,” and “in general.”
Emotion ⫻ Time Frame combinations were randomly presented,
and appropriate procedures (Fazio, 1990) were used for measuring,
transforming, and analyzing judgment latencies.
In Study 1 (M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002), we made a rather
straightforward prediction on the basis of a prior article by N. R.
Brown (1995). If people attempt to recall relevant episodic details
before making their emotion judgments, it should take them longer
to make judgments for wider time frames relative to narrower
ones. This is simply because wider time frames are associated with
more and more episodic details. If people abandon episodic retrieval, we reasoned (see N. R. Brown, 1995, for confirmation),
there should be no linear rise in judgment latencies with time
frame width. If so, it should be relatively obvious to discern the
switch from episodic memory to semantic memory simply by
analyzing how mean latencies differ by time frame.
Across three samples, we found a linear rise in judgment latencies for time frames narrower than “last few weeks.” By contrast,
we found no linear rise in judgment latencies for time frames wider
than “last few weeks.” These latencies, along with rating data from
Study 1, led us to conclude that an episodic retrieval strategy is
limited to time frames that are more narrow than “last few weeks.”
In Study 2 (M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002), we sought independent confirmation of the switch from episodic to semantic
memory with wider time frames. Our predictions were based on
the qualitative differences between episodic and semantic memory
(e.g., Tulving, 1984; see Table 1). We reasoned that if people
retrieve episodic knowledge in making a judgment, then there
should be no advantage to making two such judgments in a row.
For example, a different set of details should be involved in
judging one’s anger over the last several hours on the one hand and
one’s sadness over the last several days on the other. By contrast,
we reasoned that if people retrieve semantic knowledge in making
a judgment, then there should be an advantage to making two such
judgments in a row. Semantic, but not episodic, memory is tightly
organized (Tulving, 1984). In the present context, one’s beliefs
about one’s emotions are relatively stable and well integrated.
We tested these ideas in Study 2 by analyzing judgment latencies for narrow versus wide time frames as a function of the type
of trial that preceded it (narrow vs. wide). We predicted that
latencies for narrow time frames would be unaffected by the width
of the prior trial. By contrast, we predicted that latencies for wide
time frames would be lower (i.e., faster) if the preceding trial also
involved a wide (vs. narrow) time frame. Results were in accord
with these predictions. Results thus suggest an important qualitative distinction between episodic and semantic emotion knowledge. Episodic emotion knowledge is variable and loosely organized, whereas semantic emotion knowledge is relatively fixed and
tightly organized.
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Study 3 (M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002) constituted a third test
of our model. We reasoned that, if a judgment is made on the basis
of semantic knowledge, then priming a source of beliefs prior to
the study should produce belief-consistent ratings. By contrast, if
a judgment is made on the basis of episodic rather than semantic
knowledge, then priming a source of beliefs should not produce
belief-consistent ratings. To prime a source of beliefs, we randomly assigned individuals to one of two conditions. In the experimental condition, participants were asked to contrast themselves with their opposite sex peers, an exercise that should have
and did elicit gender stereotypes of emotion. Following this priming manipulation, which was described as a separate study, participants made their emotion judgments on computer.
For time frames wider than “last few weeks,” the priming
manipulation resulted in belief-consistent ratings. That is, men in
the gender priming condition, relative to men in the control condition, reported less intense emotions. Similarly, women in the
gender priming condition, relative to men in the control condition,
reported more intense emotions. Such a pattern of ratings is quite
consistent with the stereotype that women experience more intense
emotions than men. By contrast, the gender priming manipulation
did not produce belief-consistent ratings for time frames narrower
than “last few weeks.” In Study 3, therefore, we concluded that
accessible beliefs were used in judging one’s emotions over wide,
but not narrow, time frames.
The convergence of all three studies (M. D. Robinson & Clore,
2002) was striking. Together, the findings strongly point to different memory processes when reporting on emotions over narrow
(i.e., episodic) versus wide (i.e., semantic) time frames. From the
subjective point of view, it may not be so obvious that such a
dramatic difference in judgment strategy is occurring. However, it
appears that, consistent with our model, people possess functionally dissociable episodic and semantic emotional selves. We suggest that further research along these lines is likely to be a productive way to examine how people make emotional self-reports.

General Discussion
We hope that we have convinced some readers of the utility of
an accessibility approach to emotional self-report. When people
report on their emotions, they access multiple sources of knowledge. Furthermore, a thorough understanding of what they say
about their feelings requires a thorough understanding of how
these sources of information contribute to any given type of report.
When people report on their current feelings, they tend to access
experiential information, and their reports are largely driven by
construal of current situational details. When people report on
feelings that they are not currently experiencing, by contrast, they
lack experiential cues. This renders it likely that they access
semantic emotion knowledge, particularly to the extent that episodic retrieval is too difficult (e.g., retrospective reports) or pointless (e.g., prospective reports). Because different sources of information contribute to current versus noncurrent reports about
emotion, systematic discrepancies between the two types of reports
should be expected. The research reviewed in this article supports
this expectation.
In reviewing discrepancies between online versus noncurrent
reports, our contribution was to show that a diversity of findings
can be meaningfully integrated into a common model. In this
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connection, distinct reporting formats—retrospective, hypothetical, prospective, and time inclusive—may tap common processes.
In each of these cases, a person is likely to resort to semantic
memory (i.e., generalized beliefs) in making their ratings. Although our analysis of individual findings was often inferential, the
total body of findings, we think, is fairly convincing. Nevertheless,
we have also identified a number of questions for future research,
including (a) How are beliefs about emotion developed and updated?; (b) How do distinct prompts, as well as distinct reporting
formats, cue different sources of belief?; (c) How do event memories contribute to retrospective and time-inclusive reports?; and
(d) Are there meaningful individual differences in the accessibility
of different sources of belief (e.g., gender stereotypes) that contribute to discrepancies between online versus noncurrent reports
of emotion?
Finally, we suggested that personality can be viewed as a source
of beliefs and that personality-related beliefs can systematically
bias noncurrent reports relative to those obtained online. We
reviewed evidence that is consistent this view. Nevertheless, we
need more basic evidence for this personality-as-belief perspective. Furthermore, it would be disingenuous to claim that
personality-related beliefs belong in the same category as some
other beliefs that may have little basis in reality (e.g., that menstruation causes negative affect). We offer the personality-as-belief
perspective with this caveat in mind.
In the next section, it will be helpful to revisit our model,
particularly in light of some alternative approaches.

Alternative Approaches
The purpose of this section is to compare our model with others.
We consider both similarities and differences between the current
model and others, with the hope that such a discussion reveals both
how our work builds on previous work and how it departs from
previous work.
Kahneman (1999). Building on earlier work, Kahneman
(1999) argued that people have veridical access to their hedonic
states only in the moment of their occurrence. Retrospective reports of emotion are biased such that the most intense and recent
moments of an experience have a disproportionate influence on
retrospective estimations. Because such moments should be especially memorable, Kahneman’s explanation of retrospective biases
makes heavy use of episodic memory. We agree that, in many
cases of retrospection, people do indeed attempt to recall episodic
details. However, we also suggest that memory for one’s emotional experiences can never be recalled. Rather, we suggest that,
although experience per se may not be remembered accurately,
details of an emotional event may be (Christianson & Safer, 1996).
These accessible episodic memories (e.g., “I went to a party”)
might be used to make inferences about how one must have been
feeling at the time (e.g., “I must have been happy”). Such a
reconstructive strategy would combine memory (Kahneman’s
model) and belief (our model).
Kahneman’s (1999) model may have more relevance to situations in which the emotional event is discrete, memorable, and
recent. Under these conditions, episodic memories would be relatively accessible. With longer delays or less discrete events, by
contrast, episodic memories may play a relatively smaller role. It
is notable that Kahneman’s framework would predict that retro-
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spective reports should always be more intense than online reports
because the peak (on which retrospective reports are largely based)
would, by definition, be more intense than the average of momentary experiences. Although some experience-sampling studies
have found this result (Thomas & Diener, 1990), others have
suggested that memory biases do not contribute to retrospective
exaggeration (Winkielman, Knäuper, & Schwarz, 1998).
Finally, it is notable that Kahneman’s (1999) framework cannot
account for the type of belief-based reconstruction (e.g., recalling
past romantic feelings as consistent with current romantic feelings)
reported in this review. This perhaps is the most important difference between Kahneman’s model of retrospective biases and ours.
Ross (1989). In an influential article, Michael Ross (1989)
highlighted the role of beliefs in reconstructing past emotions and
attitudes. He argued that people know how they currently feel and
think, but can only make inferences about how they felt or thought
in the past. To reconstruct past feelings, people assess current
feelings, in combination with theories of stability or change. For
example, people assume that their romantic feelings are stable over
time. Therefore, they reconstruct past feelings so that they are
consistent with current feelings. If one’s relationship has improved, past feelings are viewed as more positive than they actually were; by contrast, if one’s relationship has deteriorated, past
feelings are viewed as more negative than they actually were
(McFarland & Ross, 1987).
Ross’s (1989) emphasis on theory is very much consistent with
our emphasis on belief. However, not all emotion-related beliefs
are related to stability or change. Some beliefs have more direct
relevance. For example, the belief that vacations are pleasant
(Mitchell et al., 1997) may bias retrospective estimates directly (“I
must have been happy”) rather than indirectly. Similar processes
would presumably be involved when men and women remember
their emotions as more gender stereotypic than they actually were
(M. D. Robinson et al., 1998) and when people high in neuroticism
remember their emotions as more negative than they actually were
(Feldman Barrett, 1997). Thus, by our account, beliefs about
situational influences, social norms, and personality can exert
direct influences on retrospective reports. Beliefs about stability or
change (Levine, 1997; Ross, 1989) are only one source of beliefs
that can be used in retrospection, albeit an important source.
Finally, Ross’s (1989) model pertains to retrospective reports in
particular and is thus relatively silent concerning some fundamental similarities between different types of self-report (e.g., retrospective, trait, and prospective) that can share semantic, but not
episodic, memory.
Wilson et al. (2000) and Gilbert et al. (1998). Wilson et al.
(2000) and Gilbert et al. (1998) each presented evidence for biases
in prospection. Wilson et al. (2000) presented the principle of
focalism, whereby people overestimate their reactions to particular
events. The principle of focalism, we think, has broad relevance
for understanding a diversity of self-report discrepancies. By our
account, people answer questions such as “How will you feel if
your football team wins (loses)?” by considering the situation and
accessing a situational theory of emotion (e.g., losses are bad).
Because in vivo reactions to such events are embedded within the
details of daily life, and because such details cannot be accessed
when they are not currently experienced, people will generally
overestimate their reactions to specific events, both in the prospect
and in the retrospect. A nice example of this was provided in the

vacation study (Mitchell et al., 1997), which found that reports of
vacations were more rosy in both prospection and retrospection
than online.
The principle of focalism (Wilson et al., 2000) emphasizes the
role of normative beliefs about situational influence. When people
are asked to estimate their feelings in a situation that has clear
implications for emotion (e.g., wins are good, losses are bad,
birthdays are good, Mondays are bad), such normative beliefs lead
to polarized estimations. As shown by Wilson (Wilson et al., 1982;
Wilson & Stone, 1985), such normative beliefs tend to be accurate
in their direction, but exaggerated in their intensity. By our account, however, individual differences in belief are also relevant,
a principle that focalism itself does not cover. For example, Arntz
et al. (1990; as well as Kent, 1985) found that individual differences in dental anxiety predicted both prospective and retrospective estimates of felt pain: High, but not low, anxious participants
overestimated their degree of felt pain both prospectively and
retrospectively, in comparison with their online ratings of pain. It
is also important to note that focalism mainly applies to cases in
which people are prompted to report on their likely reactions to
specific events. Thus, focalism is an important principle (Loewenstein & Schkade, 1999), but does not apply to many of the
discrepancies that we reviewed.
Gilbert et al. (1998) offered the principle of immune neglect,
whereby people underestimate their ability to successfully cope
with negative events. People generally assume that negative events
such as the dissolution of a romantic relationship will be more
devastating than is the case in actuality. Add to this bias the fact
that people are generally risk aversive (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979), and an interesting picture emerges. People may go to great
lengths to avoid situations that, in reality, would not be as bad as
expected. For example, many people avoid doctors because of the
possibility of being diagnosed with a possibly fatal condition (e.g.,
breast cancer; Kash, Holland, Halper, & Miller, 1992), and yet
such diagnoses end up causing less distress than expected (Loewenstein & Schkade, 1999).
However, we think there are limitations to the immune neglect
principle. In many circumstances, people may overestimate their
ability to cope with negative events. For example, ChristensenSzalanski (1984) asked mothers to predict whether they would
request anesthesia during labor. Many of these women said they
would not request pain medication, but reversed this decision when
the pains of childbirth actually began. In this case, mothers may
have underestimated the pain of childbirth, overestimated their
own willpower, or some combination of the two (Loewenstein,
1996). In another study, Weinstein (1982) found that people underestimated the long-term distress caused by living next to a noisy
freeway. Thus, immune neglect may be one principle contributing
to prospective biases, but other beliefs (e.g., about one’s ability to
cope with multiple responsibilities; Liberman & Trope, 1998) also
contribute to prospective biases. Detailed work is necessary to
reconcile these various prospective biases.
Finally, the biases discovered by Wilson et al. (2000) and
Gilbert et al. (1998) pertain exclusively to prospective reports of
emotion. In this sense, both frameworks do not address what we
view as fundamental similarities between multiple types of selfreport (e.g., prospective, retrospective, and hypothetical). In each
case, episodic memories are relatively inaccessible, rendering it
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likely that the person will access semantic emotion knowledge
instead.
Loewenstein (1996). Loewenstein (1996), like us, makes a
distinction between beliefs and feelings. Coming from a decisionmaking perspective, Loewenstein’s major interest is in the motivational power of feelings when they are experienced versus their
underappreciation when not experienced. According to his account, rational, normative beliefs are often undermined in the “heat
of the moment” (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). For example, a young
adult might insist that he or she practices safe sex, yet violate this
normative belief when an opportunity presents itself. Or an overweight person may resolutely decide to stick to a diet, only to
binge when hunger rises or self-esteem drops. People’s failure to
regulate their behavior, these examples suggest, is often due to
their failure to appreciate the motivational power of particular
feelings when those feelings are not currently experienced. Like
Loewenstein (1996), we assume that feeling estimations are likely
to be quite different as a function of whether those feelings are
currently experienced. Momentary appraisals of situations are
“hot” and dynamic, whereas general beliefs about emotion are
“cold” and enduring (Epstein, 1994).
Aside from these points of agreement, there are several important differences between Loewenstein’s (1996) model and ours.
Our interest is primarily in emotional experience itself, whereas
Loewenstein’s is primarily in its behavioral consequences. More
important, our analysis suggests that online reports often diverge
from those that are temporally remote, but does not specify a
particular direction of divergence. Loewenstein’s account, on the
other hand, would seem to imply a systematic underestimation of
online experience, or at least an underappreciation of the consequences of this experience.
Our review, by contrast, found many instances in which people
overestimated their online reactions in temporally remote reports.
Retrospectively, women overestimate the intensity of the negative
affect they felt when menstruating (McFarland et al., 1989). Prospectively, young adults overestimate their happiness in the future
(M. D. Robinson & Ryff, 1999). Prospectively and retrospectively,
people tend to overestimate the intensity of their pain (Rachman &
Eryl, 1989) and perhaps their emotions more generally (Thomas &
Diener, 1990). We account for these effects by proposing that
although people may not accurately simulate emotions that are not
felt in the moment (Christianson & Safer, 1996; Loewenstein,
1996), they can access beliefs about emotion. Whether underestimation or overestimation is more likely depends on the particular
beliefs that are accessed.

Self-Report Issues
Before concluding, we should comment on a number of issues
that typically arise when psychologists examine the validity of
self-reports. In this connection, we begin by reviewing Nisbett and
Wilson’s (1977) influential review article.
Nisbett and Wilson’s (1977) critique has been widely regarded
as an attack on self-report. We note, however, that their main
interest was in people’s insight into the factors influencing their
behavior. For example, Maier (1931) told participants that their
task was to tie two hanging cords together. The solution was to tie
an object to one of the ropes, and swing it over to the other one, at
which point both could be grasped at once. Maier initiated a useful
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cue by brushing against one of the ropes, setting it in motion.
Although most people solved the problem shortly after this clue,
few mentioned it as a cause of the solution. By contrast, Maier
gave a normatively useless clue by tying an object to one of the
ropes and twirling it. Although this clue was in fact useless, most
people cited it as an important cause.
Thus, Maier (1931) argued that people do not have privileged
access to the causes of their problem-solving behavior, and Nisbett
and Wilson (1977) concluded that such a lack of access can be
found in many domains. Nevertheless, Nisbett and Wilson did
acknowledge that people know a great deal about their “own
emotions, evaluations, and plans” (p. 255). Our analysis, however,
indicates that even these reports vary in accuracy. We assume that
people possess direct access to their conscious feelings, but only
during an emotional moment. When asked to report on feelings not
currently experienced, by contrast, we assume that people access
their beliefs about their affect rather than their affect itself. Indeed,
there appears to be little reason to assume that affect is directly
stored in memory (Christianson & Safer, 1996; Wyer et al., 1999).
Our model makes the assumption that all reports of emotion are
meaningful. Investigators not only want to know what people
experience in specific situations, but also what they believe they
experience. In this connection, if emotional reactions are discrete
and transitory (Ekman, 1984), beliefs about emotion, rather than
emotions themselves, may be more consequential. Whether the
phobic person experiences affect as intensely as expected (Barlow,
1988) or the trait anxious individual experiences as much pain as
predicted (Arntz et al., 1990) is an academic question if beliefs
about fear and pain lead that person to avoid the situation in the
first place. Similarly, depressive pessimism may lead a person to
avoid certain challenging situations that would, if experienced, be
rewarding (Pyszczynski, Holt, & Greenberg, 1987). By contrast,
trait optimism, even self-deceptive optimism, can allow a person to
cope with all sorts of stressors and negative affect in the short term
(Bandura, 1989; Scheier & Carver, 1993).
The roles of belief and feeling in self-report were nicely highlighted in research by Mitchell et al. (1997), who had people report
on their affect prior to, during, and after their vacations. Both
prospectively and retrospectively, participants reported more enjoyment than they actually experienced (as indicated by daily
ratings). Perhaps the prospective ratings are not too surprising:
People tend to be very optimistic about their future affect (Staats
& Skowronski, 1992), and this is particularly true when they
expect change in their daily lives (M. D. Robinson & Ryff, 1999).
What is perhaps more surprising is that retrospective ratings
tended to return to levels comparable to prospective ones (Mitchell
et al., 1997).
On the one hand, we might conclude that prospective and
retrospective reports are inaccurate estimations of online experience, as we have claimed in this article. On the other hand, a
vacation is more than one’s daily affect. The prospect of a vacation
can be exciting, and, after the vacation is over, one retains individual snapshots (Fredrickson & Kahneman, 1993) that are equally
valuable. The mundane and negative realities of daily travel experience (e.g., taking buses, getting lost, eating too much, and
sleeping poorly) fade into the background as the novel memories
(e.g., visiting an ancient castle, going to the beach) remain
(Thompson, 1997).
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Pursuing this issue further, we have proposed that beliefs about
emotion follow from relatively enduring cognitive structures.
Among these are one’s self-concept, personality, and cultural
beliefs. Because emotion concepts are arguably a major part of the
content of these structures, temporally remote reports are inherently interesting. Indeed, if one were interested in these enduring
structures, ratings of online experience would be a poor choice.
Because they vary so much from situation to situation, online
reports, at least disaggregated ones, may reveal little about an
individual (Diener & Larsen, 1984).
On the basis of discrepancies between online and retrospective
emotion reports, Kahneman (1999) urged acceptance of the former
and rejection of the latter as indicators of objective happiness.
However, his recommendation rests on the assumption that trait
and retrospective reports of happiness should closely approximate
average momentary mood. This may or may not be the case. More
important are the functional consequences to the distinction between beliefs and feelings, and these consequences have generally
been underappreciated. Whereas online mood is highly variable,
reports of trait happiness are not. In a recent study, for example,
M. D. Robinson (2000) found higher test–retest stability for trait
reports of happiness in comparison with mood states. Even more
interesting, weekly fluctuations in life events strongly affected
mood, but less strongly affected trait happiness. Thus, trait happiness is conservative, exhibiting only small fluctuations from situation to situation (Eid & Diener, 1998).
Beliefs about one’s emotion, more generally, are conservative,
and this confers benefits. Because of dissociations between experiential information and semantic emotion knowledge, people can
maintain a stable sense of their lives despite marked fluctuations
from moment to moment. This allows people to maintain their
commitments (e.g., marriage) and pursue their long-term goals
(e.g., work) even when the events of the day are less than satisfactory (Bandura, 1989). Similarly, M. D. Robinson and Ryff
(1999) have argued that unrealistic positive expectations for future
happiness are an important part of one’s motivations, enabling
people to be optimistic in the face of important life transitions
(Markus & Nurius, 1986).
Campbell (1990) has recently argued that differences in selfesteem represent more than differences in the valence of selfevaluation. Specifically, people that are low versus high in selfesteem also differ in the strength of their beliefs about themselves
(see also Baumeister et al., 1989). People high in self-esteem
possess strong beliefs, and these beliefs serve to minimize the
emotional impact of negative events. Thus, whereas nearly everyone reacts strongly to positive events, people low in self-esteem
are more strongly affected by negative events (J. D. Brown &
Mankowski, 1993; Campbell, Chew, & Scratchley, 1991). People
high in self-esteem are also less prone to evaluation apprehension
(Brockner & Hulton, 1978), less persuaded by others (Berkowitz
& Lundy, 1957), and more willing to stick by their public commitments (Baumeister & Covington, 1985). For a variety of reasons, people prefer consistency in their self-views (Swann &
Schroeder, 1995), but such consistency can only be achieved by
dissociating belief structures from momentary perceptions.
In sum, our approach does not favor online reports over other
types of reports. If one is interested in emotional experience,
online reports should be obtained. If one is interested in enduring
beliefs, online reports should be avoided. Either type of report

produces valuable data, but the factors at work depend on the type
of report obtained.

Conclusion
Our aim in this article was to delve into the processes involved
in emotional self-report. By reviewing a number of literatures and
findings, we attempted to show that there are underlying principles
that have general relevance. We suggested that qualitatively different factors contribute to reports about feelings in the moment
versus not. Such differential contributions— of feeling and belief,
respectively— explain why discrepancies between online and noncurrent reports are obtained. A consideration of the sources of
belief that people draw upon is crucial for understanding the
direction of such discrepancies. Future work would benefit from a
closer examination of belief accessibility and belief activation
processes. If such processes do underlie the diversity of phenomena reported here, they should be examined as directly as possible.
Accordingly, we have outlined several types of studies that might
be especially productive in this regard and have also highlighted
existing studies that merit special attention for what they reveal
about emotional self-report.
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