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Adding Comments and Notes to Your PDF

To facilitate electronic transmittal of corrections, we encourage authors to utilize the
comment/annotations features in Adobe Acrobat. The PDF provided has been comment 
enabled, which allows you to utilize the comment and annotation features even if using 
only the free Adobe Acrobat reader (see note below regarding acceptable versions). 
Adobe Acrobat’s Help menu provides additional details on the tools. When you open 
your PDF, the annotation tools are clearly shown on the tool bar (although icons may 
differ slightly among versions from what is shown below).

For purposes of correcting the PDF proof of your journal article, the important features to
know are the following:

To insert text, place your cursor at a point in text and select the Insert Text tool ( )
from the menu bar. Type your additional text in the pop-up box.

To replace text, highlight the text to be changed, select the Replace Text tool ( ) from 
the menu bar, and type the new text in the pop-up box. Do this instead of deleting and 
then reinserting.

To delete text, highlight the text to be deleted and press the Delete button on the 
keyboard.

Use the Sticky Note tool ( ) to describe changes that need to be made (e.g., changes 
in bold, italics, or capitalization use; altering or replacing a figure) or to answer a
question or approve a change from the editor. To use this feature, click on the Sticky 
Note tool in the menu bar and then click on a point in the PDF where you would like to 
make a comment. Then type your comment in the pop-up box.

Use the Callout tool ( ) to point directly to changes that need to be made. Try to put
the callout box in an area of white space so that you do not obscure the text.

Use the Highlight and Add Note to Text tool ( ) to indicate font problems, bad 
breaks, and other textual inconsistencies. Select text to be changed, choose this tool, and 
type your comment in the pop-up box. One note can describe many changes.

To view a list of changes to the proof or to see a more comprehensive set of annotation 
tools, select Comment from the menu bar.

)

)))

)



As with hand-annotated proof corrections, the important points are to communicate
changes clearly and thoroughly, to answer all queries and questions, and to provide
complete information to allow us to make the necessary changes to your article so it is 
ready for publication. Do not use tools that incorporate changes to the text in such a way 
that no indication of a change is visible. Such changes will not be incorporated into the 
final proof. 

To utilize the comments features on this PDF you will need Adobe Reader version
7 or higher. This program is freely available and can be downloaded from
http://get.adobe.com/reader/ 
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REPRINTS 

Authors have two options for ordering reprints: 
Authors who need to use purchase orders may order 
reprints from the standard Purchase Order Service. 
For a substantially lower price, authors may use the 
Prepaid Service. The rate schedules on page 3 give 
the prices for each service. All international prices 
include shipping via foreign expeditor. All domestic 
shipments will be made via FedEx. We request that 
you do not use Post Office box numbers; provide a 
full street address if possible. Authors may request 
expedited shipping – the additional cost will be 
billed. You are required to pay all duties that apply.  

• Prepaid Service: To take advantage of this lower 
price option, submit your credit card information 
with your order or enclose a money order, 
certified check, or personal check.  The prices 
given on page 3 include postage. 

• Purchase Order Service:  Reprint orders that 
are not prepaid must be accompanied by a 
purchase order.  Cenveo Reprints will bill you 
later for the cost of the reprints. Do not send 
remittance with the reprint order form and 
purchase order.  Remember that the price you 
see on page 3 includes postage, so it is the exact 
amount you will be billed. (Exception: Authors 
requesting expedited shipping will be billed the 
additional cost.)

Complete the order form on the next page and 
return it to Cenveo Reprints (not to APA). Only one 
order form is provided – include your coauthors’ 
orders on this form or make photocopies of the order 
form for your coauthors. Check the box for either the 
prepaid service or the purchase order service. Give 
explicit instructions for all authors receiving reprints, 
using the space at the bottom of the order form.  

To determine the cost of the reprints, count the 
number of pages in the printed article and refer to 
the rate schedules on page 3. For example, if your 
article is 11 pages long, you want 100 reprints, you 
live in the United States, and you are using the 
prepaid service, your total cost would be $252. If 
your proof includes a page of queries following the 
text, do not include the query page in your article
page count. 

Send the order form to Cenveo Reprints when you 
return the page proofs. Reprints will be mailed within 
two weeks of the publication of the journal. Orders 
received after the issue goes to press will be 
processed with the next issue. 

Where to Order Reprints

Send your order form with credit card information, 
money order, certified check, personal check, or 
purchase order in the amount indicated on the rate 
schedule to: 

Cenveo Reprints 
4810 Williamsburg Road 

Warehouse #2 
Hurlock, MD 21643 

Phone: (410) 943-0629  

Personal checks must clear before reprints are 
processed. There is a $30.00 charge for 

returned checks.
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Forgetting Feelings: Opposite Biases in Reports of the Intensity of Past
Emotion and Mood

Robin L. Kaplan
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Washington, DC

Linda J. Levine
University of California, Irvine

Heather C. Lench
Texas A&M University

Martin A. Safer
Catholic University of America

Memory for feelings is subject to fading and bias over time. In 2 studies, the authors examined whether
the magnitude and direction of bias depend on the type of feeling being recalled: emotion or mood. A
few days after the U.S. Presidential elections in 2008 and 2012, participants reported how they felt about
the election outcome (emotion) and how they felt in general (mood). A month after the elections,
participants recalled their feelings. The intensity of past emotion was recalled more accurately than the
intensity of past mood. Participants underestimated the intensity of emotion but overestimated the
intensity of mood. Participants’ appraisals of the importance of the election, which diminished over time,
contributed to underestimating the intensity of emotion. In contrast, participants’ strong emotional
response to the election contributed to overestimating the intensity of mood. These opposing biases have
important implications for decision making and clinical assessment.

Keywords: memory, bias, emotion, mood, empathy gap

When people remember past experiences, what comes to mind
is not merely a dry account of the events that unfolded, but also the
feelings associated with those events. This feature of autobio-
graphical memory is tremendously important. People make deci-
sions, ranging from the trivial (which movie to see) to the profound
(whether to have children), based on how they remember having
felt in related circumstances in the past (Levine, 1997; Levine,
Lench, & Safer, 2009). But memory for feelings is subject to
fading and bias over time. The present study examined whether the
magnitude and direction of bias depend on the type of feeling
being remembered: emotion or mood. Memory for emotion and
mood directly affect a number of important psychological out-
comes such as choices to repeat or avoid an experience (Wirtz,
Kruger, Napa Scollon, & Diener, 2003), self-concept formation
(Levine et al., 2009), and clinical assessments (Safer & Keuler,
2002), so it is vital to understand the degree and direction of bias
when remembering past feelings.

Although debate continues about how to conceptualize different
feelings (a term we use to refer to both emotion and mood),
investigators have begun to reach consensus about the definitions
of emotion versus mood (Eich, Kihlstrom, Bower, Forgas, &
Niedenthal, 2000; Lench, Flores, & Bench, 2011; Russell, 2003;
Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 1987; Solomon, 2008; Scherer, 2005).
These definitions are consistent with the use of these terms by
laypeople (Beedie, Terry, & Lane, 2005). Emotions are feelings
directed toward a specific object or event, for instance feeling
happy, sad, or angry about something. As such, emotions are
“intentional states,” in the sense of the term used by philosophers,
that point outside themselves to something in the world (Neu,
2000; Solomon, 1980, 2008). In contrast, moods, such as feeling
cheerful or blue, are general affective states that are not directed
toward a specific object or event (Beedie et al., 2005; Whalen,
Henker, King, Jamner, & Levine, 2004).

Other distinctions between emotion and mood have been iden-
tified, but these distinctions appear to be consequences of the focus
of the feeling state rather than defining features. Because emotions
are experienced when attention is focused on a specific event or
situation, they tend to be both more intense and more fleeting than
moods. Moods are not directed toward a specific event and the
focus of attention varies. As a result, moods are typically influ-
enced by a wider range of events than emotions, including more
mundane and less salient events, and they tend to be milder and
have a longer duration (Scherer, 2005; Beedie et al., 2005). This
does not mean that moods are not affected by events, or that moods
cannot have an identifiable source, but that they do not have a
specific event as their object. For example, a student might feel
happy about getting a good grade on an exam. Getting a good
grade might also leave that student in a cheerful mood, even when

Robin L. Kaplan, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Washington, DC;
Linda J. Levine, Department of Psychology and Social Behavior, Univer-
sity of California, Irvine; Heather C. Lench, Department of Psychology,
Texas A&M University; Martin A. Safer, Department of Psychology, The
Catholic University of America.

Preparation of this article was supported by the National Science Foun-
dation (Award #1451214 to Linda J. Levine, Award #1451297 to Heather
C. Lench).

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Linda J.
Levine, Department of Psychology and Social Behavior, University of
California, Irvine, 4568 Social and Behavioral Sciences Gateway, Irvine,
CA 92697-7085. E-mail: llevine@uci.edu
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he or she is not thinking about the grade. In the first instance, the
object of the student’s emotion is the exam grade, and the student
would report feeling a certain intensity of happiness about that
outcome. In the second case, the student’s happy mood has an
identifiable source (the exam grade) but the feeling is not directed
toward or “about” the exam grade. Thus the critical distinguishing
feature between emotion and mood is whether or not the feeling is
directed toward a specific object or event (Frijda, 1986; Solomon,
1980; Nussbaum, 2001).

Bias in Memory for Feelings

Episodic memory fades over time and is subject to reconstruc-
tion based on subsequent experience and knowledge (Bartlett,
1932; Loftus & Palmer, 1974; Schacter, 2001). Memory for feel-
ings also fades over time. Consequently, people increasingly rely
on other information to reconstruct how they must have felt in the
past (Ross, 1989). When asked to remember their past feelings,
people may not retrieve the fleeting feeling itself. Instead they may
retrieve a reconstruction of their past feeling based partly or
wholly on memory for relevant details concerning the event (ep-
isodic knowledge) and beliefs about what they were likely to have
felt in that situation (semantic knowledge; Robinson & Clore,
2002a, b). This reconstructive process can result in biased reports
of the intensities of past emotion and mood. To the extent that
people draw on current knowledge, attitudes, and experiences that
differ from the past, their reports of the intensity of past feelings
will be inaccurate.

Although the distinction between emotion and mood is a com-
mon one in the emotion literature and among laypeople, most
investigators studying memory for the intensity of past feelings use
the terms emotion and affect broadly and do not distinguish be-
tween remembering emotion versus mood. In this research, both
overestimation (Fredrickson, 2000; Thomas & Diener, 1990; Wil-
son, Meyers, & Gilbert, 2003) and underestimation (Loewenstein,
1996; Nordgren, van der Pligt, & van Harreveld, 2006; Safer,
Levine, Drapalski, 2002) in memory for past feelings have been
documented. There are empirical and theoretical reasons to suspect
that the degree and direction of bias depend on whether people are
remembering emotion (feelings about a specific event) or mood
(general feelings not about a specific event). Thus, distinguishing
between these two features of emotional experience may clarify
seemingly contradictory findings.

Emotion

We hypothesized that reports of the intensity of past emotion
would be relatively accurate. This hypothesis is based on the
effects of emotional arousal on attention and on the stability of the
appraisals that determine emotion intensity. As emotional intensity
increases, attention narrows to focus on central features of events
at the expense of peripheral features (for reviews, see Compton,
2003; Levine & Edelstein, 2009). People also tend to focus on an
event’s salient features when trying to remember the intensity of
past feelings (Morewedge, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2005). As a result,
the features of an emotion-eliciting event that are central at the
time of experience are also likely to be salient when people are
attempting to remember their past emotional reaction to that event,
promoting accurate reports of the intensity of past emotion.

In addition, reports of the intensity of past emotion are likely to
be based on appraisals that are relatively stable over time. Ap-
praisals are evaluations of events that reflect an event’s relation to
an individual’s goals. Events appraised as promoting goal attain-
ment elicit positive emotion and events appraised as thwarting goal
attainment elicit negative emotion. When people attempt to re-
member past emotion, they often draw on their current appraisals
of the emotion-eliciting event to help them reconstruct how they
must have felt (Levine, 1997; Levine et al., 2009; Safer, Bonanno,
& Field, 2001). The degree to which people’s appraisals have
changed over time predicts the degree of bias in remembered
emotion, with greater shifts in their appraisals associated with
greater differences between experienced and remembered emotion
(Levine, Prohaska, Burgess, Rice, & Laulhere, 2001). People’s
appraisals of the importance of an event for their goals strongly
predict the intensity of positive or negative emotion they experi-
ence (e.g., Brans & Verduyn, 2014; Carver, 2004; Frijda, Ortony,
Sonnemans, & Clore, 1992; Lench, Flores, & Bench, 2011;
Levine, 1996). Thus, people would be expected to draw on their
current appraisals of an event’s importance when attempting to
remember their emotional response. People’s major life goals
remain fairly stable over time (McAdams, & Olson, 2010). This
stability in people’s appraisals of the importance of events for their
goals would contribute to accuracy in their reports of the intensity
of past emotions.

To the extent that inaccuracy is observed, people would be
expected to underestimate the intensity of past emotion, consistent
with findings in several studies that assessed memory for emo-
tional reactions to specific events (e.g., Sayette, Loewenstein,
Griffin, & Black, 2008; Safer et al., 2002). Although people’s
appraisals of the importance of events should remain relatively
stable over time, these appraisals do change somewhat as people
adjust to and cope with events. For example, after experiencing
positive events, people move on to new aspirations and come to
view those past event as less important for their current goals
(Lyubomirsky, 2001; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2012). Similarly,
after experiencing negative events, people often cope by reframing
the events in a manner that minimizes their importance for attain-
ing goals (Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier, 1996; Lyubomirsky,
2001; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Schulz, & Carver, 2003). Over
time, then, people may come to view events as less relevant to their
current goals and hence less important. As events come to be
appraised as less important over time, drawing on current apprais-
als of their importance would contribute to people judging their
past emotional response as less intense than it actually was.

In summary, we hypothesized that people would be fairly ac-
curate when reporting the intensity of past emotions. To the extent
that bias is found, however, we expected people to underestimate
emotional intensity. That is, when remembering their emotional
reaction to a positive event, people should remember having felt
less happy than they reported having felt at the time the event
occurred. When remembering their emotional reaction to a nega-
tive event, people should remember having felt less unhappy than
they reported having felt at the time the event occurred.

Mood

Just as people are expected to draw on salient information when
remembering past emotions, they are expected to draw on salient
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information when remembering past moods. However, the impli-
cations of drawing on salient information for the accuracy and
direction of bias in these reports differ dramatically for mood
versus emotion. We hypothesized that reports of the intensity of
past mood would be relatively inaccurate and biased toward over-
estimating intensity. This hypothesis was based on findings people
tend to focus on central features of an experience when remem-
bering events and their responses to them (e.g., Levine & Edel-
stein, 2009; Morewedge et al., 2005; Wirtz et al., 2003). Moods,
such as being generally cheerful or glum, are not directed toward
a specific event and may be impacted by a number of mundane and
easily forgotten events that occur during a given day or time
period. As a result of the relatively amorphous nature of the factors
that contribute to mood, people may rely on their memory for
salient experiences when remembering the intensity of their mood
at a later time (Wilson et al., 2003; Schkade & Kahneman, 1998).
Thus, people are likely to draw on their memory of the intensity of
past emotion, a salient experience tied to a specific event, when
attempting to remember past mood. Even if remembered emotional
reactions pale slightly in comparison to the actual lived emotional
experience, focused emotional reactions still tend to be more
intense than moods (Beedie et al., 2005). Thus judging the inten-
sity of past mood by retrieving the intensity of a specific emotional
experience would result in inaccuracy and in overestimation of the
intensity of past moods. That is, following a positive event, people
should remember their mood as more happy than they reported at
the time the event occurred. Following a negative event, people
should remember their mood as more unhappy than they reported
at the time the event occurred.1

In summary, this research is the first to investigate whether the
extent and direction of memory bias differ depending on the type
of feeling being remembered: emotion (i.e., feelings about a spe-
cific event) versus mood (i.e., general feelings that do not have a
specific event as their object). In reporting the intensity of past
emotion and past mood, people draw on their current knowledge,
attitudes, and experience. When both experiencing and remember-
ing emotion, people focus on a specific event and its importance
for their goals. We expect this common focus to promote accurate
reports of the intensity of past emotion. To the extent that apprais-
als of the event’s importance have decreased over time, underes-
timation of the intensity of past emotion should be observed. In
contrast, when remembering their overall mood following an
event, people are likely to focus on their emotional response to the
event. Failing to retrieve the range of more mundane concerns that
mitigated the impact of a single event on their overall mood should
lead to greater inaccuracy, and to overestimation, in reporting the
intensity of past moods.

The Present Research

Participants reported their feelings a few days after the U.S.
presidential elections in 2008 and 2012 and recalled their feelings
a month later. In 2008, we assessed experienced and remembered
feelings of happiness, sadness, and anger. The study used a
between-subjects design in which participants reported and later
recalled their reports of either how happy, sad, and angry they felt
specifically about the election outcome (emotion) or how happy,
sad, and angry they felt in general (mood). We assessed whether
the degree and direction of bias depended on the type of feeling

(emotion vs. mood) being remembered. In 2012, we used a within-
subject design in which all participants reported and recalled both
how they felt specifically about the election outcome (emotion)
and how they felt in general (mood). The 2012 study also exam-
ined mechanisms underlying bias. We hypothesized that (a) reports
of the intensity of past emotion would be more accurate than
reports of the intensity of past mood; (b) participants would
underestimate in recalling the intensity of their emotional response
but overestimate in recalling the intensity of their mood; (c)
appraisals of the importance of the election outcome at the time of
recall would contribute to underestimating the intensity of past
emotion; and (d) the intensity of participants’ emotional reaction to
the election outcome would contribute to overestimating the in-
tensity of past mood.

Study 1: The 2008 Election

Method

Participants. Undergraduates in California, Texas, and
Washington, DC (N � 183), recruited through university research
subject pools, were emailed a link to an online questionnaire a few
days after, and about a month after, the 2008 U.S. presidential
election. The measures included in this report were part of a larger
investigation, which also assessed forecast feelings about the elec-
tion and measures related to forecast feelings. The current study
included participants who reported their experienced and recalled
feelings, and only measures related to those time points are re-
ported here (see Levine, Lench, Kaplan, & Safer, 2012, for other
measures). Students who signed up for the study were emailed a
link to an online questionnaire the day after, and about a month
after, the 2008 U.S. presidential election. They were given 5 days
to complete each questionnaire. After completion of the question-
naires, they received partial course credit. Of the included partic-
ipants, 108 voted for Barack Obama and 75 voted for John McCain
(85% women; Mage � 19.15 years, range � 18–32 years). Indi-
viduals who did not vote (n � 70) or voted for another candidate
(n � 3) were excluded from analyses. Analyzing data from par-
ticipants who had voted ensured that the election was of some
importance and indicated whether the outcome was positive or
negative for them.

Time 1: Experienced feelings. Days after the election, par-
ticipants completed an online questionnaire about their feelings of
happiness, sadness, and anger. Participants were randomly as-
signed to report either their emotional reaction to the election (n �
91) or their general mood (n � 92). In assessing emotional
reactions, we were interested in participants’ emotions rather than

1 In prior research, we found that overestimation in predicting future
moods is due in part to participants misinterpreting requests to predict how
they will feel in general as asking how they will feel about a specific event
(Levine et al., 2012). Question misinterpretation may also contribute to
overestimation in recall but this has not yet been demonstrated. Predicted
feelings tend to be more abstract than recalled feelings which are con-
strained by what has already occurred (Van Boven & Ashworth, 2007).
Thus, the processes leading to overestimation in recalling moods may
overlap with, but may also be somewhat distinct from, those involved in
predicting moods. Future research should investigate whether misinterpre-
tation of the type of feeling being assessed contributes to overestimation
when people recall past moods.
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their attitudes, so we specified, “By reaction, we mean the emotion
that you are experiencing right now in response to the election.
How [happy/sad/angry] do you feel about Barack Obama being
elected President?” To assess general mood following the election,
participants were asked, “In general, how [happy/sad/angry] are
you feeling these days?” All participants reported the intensities of
happiness, sadness, and anger in that order. All feelings were rated
on a scale ranging from 1 (not happy/sad/angry) to 9 (very happy/
sad/angry). Participants also indicated the candidate for whom
they had voted and answered demographic questions. One partic-
ipant did not report experienced sad emotion. As a result, degrees
of freedom differ slightly for analyses of experienced negative
emotion.

Time 2: Remembered feelings. About a month after the
election, the same participants completed a second questionnaire
that asked them to recall how they had felt. Participants were told
that the purpose of the survey was to assess their memory for their
past feelings:

The following questions will ask you to remember how you were
feeling in the days right after the Presidential election. We want to
know how you were feeling at that time, not how you are feeling now.
Before you click to go on to the next page, please take a moment to
try to recall what you were feeling in the days right after the election.
Click to go on after you have recalled what you were feeling then.

All participants recalled their emotional response to the election
outcome (“In the days right after the election, how [happy/sad/
angry] did you feel about Barack Obama being elected presi-
dent?”) and their mood (“In the days right after the election, how
[happy/sad/angry] were you feeling in general?”). All participants
recalled the intensities of happiness, sadness, and anger in that
order. The order in which participants recalled their mood and
emotional response was counterbalanced. Preliminary analyses
showed that order did not significantly affect intensity ratings for
either mood or emotion, both ps � .07. For subsequent analyses,
we analyzed only the recalled feeling that corresponded to the
question participants completed at Time 1.

Results and Discussion

Preliminary analyses. Across all participants, experienced
feelings of anger and sadness were highly related (Cronbach’s
alpha � .89), and remembered feelings of anger and sadness were
highly related (Cronbach’s alpha � .93). Therefore, subsequent
analyses of negative feelings were conducted using the mean of the
sadness and anger ratings for each participant.

Memory accuracy. We first compared the accuracy with
which participants recalled emotion versus mood. For positive
feelings (i.e., ratings of happiness), a significant z value indicated
that the correlation between experienced and recalled positive
emotion, r(90) � .95, p � .001, was significantly greater than the
correlation between experienced and recalled positive mood,
r(91) � .56, p � .001; z � 7.98, p � .001. Similarly, the
correlation between experienced and recalled negative emotion,
r(89) � .95, p � .001, was significantly greater than the correla-
tion between experienced and recalled negative mood, r(91) � .43,
p � .001; z � 9.13, p � .001. We also assessed memory accuracy
by comparing the absolute value of the difference between expe-
rienced and recalled emotion versus mood. For positive feelings,

the absolute value of the difference between experienced and
recalled emotion (M � 0.59, SD � 0.86) was less than half of the
absolute value of the difference between experienced and recalled
mood (M � 1.27, SD � 1.21), t(181) � 4.36, p � .001, d � 0.65.
For negative feelings, the absolute value of the difference between
experienced and recalled emotion (M � 0.47, SD � 0.86) was less
than half of the absolute value of the difference between experi-
enced and recalled mood (M � 1.48, SD � 1.19), t(180) � 6.55,
p � .001, d � .97. Thus, participants were more accurate in
reporting the intensity of past emotion than past mood.

Direction of memory bias for emotion versus mood. To
assess the direction of memory bias for emotion versus mood, we
first examined feelings of happiness for all participants. For ease of
interpretation, feelings of happiness (experienced and recalled
emotion and mood) were reverse coded for McCain supporters.
Thus, higher ratings represented more extreme happiness for
Obama supporters, and more extreme unhappiness for McCain
supporters. We conducted a mixed-model analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on intensity ratings with time (experience, recall) as the
within-subject variable, and with candidate preference (Obama,
McCain) and feeling type (emotion, mood) as between-subjects
variables.

Importantly, the results showed the predicted interaction be-
tween feeling type and time, F(1, 179) � 30.12, MSE � 0.91, p �
.001, �p

2 � 0.14. As Figure 1 (left side) shows, participants under-
estimated the intensity of past emotion (experienced: M � 8.42,
SD � 0.92; recalled: M � 7.96, SD � 1.28), t(90) � �4.71, p �
.001, d � �0.41, and overestimated the intensity of past mood
(experienced: M � 5.55, SD � 2.30; recalled: M � 6.15, SD �
1.98), t(91) � 3.46, p � .001, d � 0.28. The results also showed
significant main effects for feeling type, F(1, 179) � 158.22,
MSE � 3.26, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.47, and candidate preference, F(1,
179) � 51.60, MSE � 3.26, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.22, and a significant
interaction between feeling type and candidate preference, F(1,
179) � 41.00, MSE � 3.26, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.19. This occurred

Figure 1. Mean intensities and standard errors of experienced and re-
membered emotion and mood. Ratings of happiness were reverse coded for
McCain and Romney supporters; higher values represent more extreme
happiness for Obama supporters and more extreme unhappiness for Mc-
Cain and Romney supporters. After both the 2008 election and the 2012
election, participants underestimated in remembering the intensity of past
emotion but overestimated in remembering the intensity of past mood.
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because participants rated mood as less intense than emotion. In
addition, McCain supporters rated their mood as less intense than
other feeling types by either group. No other significant effects
were found.2

We repeated this mixed-model ANOVA to examine the direc-
tion of memory bias for the dominant feeling expressed by each
group: positive feelings (happiness) for Obama supporters and
negative feelings (mean ratings of sadness and anger) for McCain
supporters. Higher ratings represented more extreme feelings for
both groups. The results again showed the predicted interaction
between feeling type and time, F(1, 178) � 11.80, MSE � 0.96,
p � .001, �p

2 � 0.06. Participants underestimated the intensity of
past emotion (experienced: M � 7.82, SD � 1.60; recalled: M �
7.46, SD � 1.57), t(89) � �3.34, p � .001, d � �0.23, but
overestimated the intensity of past mood (experienced: M � 5.33,
SD � 2.37; recalled: M � 5.69, SD � 2.34), t(91) � 2.08, p � .04,
d � 0.15. The results also showed significant main effects for
feeling type, F(1, 178) � 98.26, MSE � 3.63, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.36,
and candidate preference, F(1, 178) � 153.01, MSE � 3.63, p �
.001, �p

2 � 0.46, and a significant interaction between feeling type
and candidate preference, F(1, 178) � 16.77, MSE � 3.63, p �
.001, �p

2 � 0.09. This occurred because participants rated mood as
less intense than emotion, and McCain supporters rated their mood
as less intense than other feeling types by either group. No other
significant effects were found.3 In summary, participants underes-
timated in recalling the intensity of their emotional response but
overestimated in recalling the intensity of their mood. These re-
sults were found both for positive and negative feelings.

Study 2: The 2012 Election

Study 1 demonstrated that the degree and direction of bias
depended on whether people recalled their emotion or mood. Study
2 assessed potential mechanisms underlying these differences.
Participants reported, and later recalled, their emotional response
to the 2012 U.S. presidential election and their mood. They also
rated the importance of the election outcome at both time points.
The study used a within-subject design, allowing us to compare the
magnitude and direction of bias when the same participants re-
membered different features of their emotional experience. Fur-
ther, because participants reported emotion about the election
outcome as well as mood, we were able to test the hypothesis that
people overestimate in remembering their mood because they
focus on their emotional response to a specific event. To avoid
repetitive questioning, given the within subject design, participants
were asked to report only feelings of happiness, and not sadness
and anger.

Method

Participants. Undergraduates in California (N � 202) com-
pleted online questionnaires up to a week after, and about a month
after, the 2012 U.S. presidential election. Participants were re-
cruited through the undergraduate Social Sciences subject pool.
Those who signed up for the study were emailed a link to an online
questionnaire the day after, and about a month after, the election.
They were given a week to complete each questionnaire. This
study was part of a larger investigation that also included measures
designed to assess forecast feelings about the election. The current

study included participants who reported their experienced and
recalled feelings, and only measures related to those time points
are reported here. Of the individuals who completed question-
naires, a larger percentage did not vote in the 2012 election (42%)
than in the 2008 election (28%). We therefore used a less stringent
criterion and included all participants who indicated that they
favored Obama (n � 174) or Romney (n � 28); (82% women;
Mage � 19.59 years, range � 18–40 years). Participants who
reported that they had no preference were excluded (n � 33).4

Procedure. At Time 1, participants were asked, “In general,
how happy are you feeling these days,” followed by “How happy
do you feel about Barack Obama being reelected President,” using
a scale ranging from 1 (not happy) to 9 (very happy). At Time 2,
participants were instructed to think back to the days following
Obama’s reelection, and recall their mood, “In general, how happy
did you feel,” and their emotional response, “How happy did you
feel about Barack Obama being reelected president?” Participants
also rated their appraisals of the importance of the election out-

2 Participants rated emotion as more intense than mood, and some rated
experienced happiness at the ceiling (9 for Obama supporters) or floor (1
for McCain supporters) of the 9-point scale. We conducted an additional
analysis to find out if ceiling or floor effects accounted for participants’
greater accuracy in remembering emotion than mood, or accounted for
underestimation in remembering emotion. We took the recommended step
(Austin & Brunner, 2003) of omitting participants who rated emotion or
mood at the ceiling or floor of the 9-point intensity scale, leaving 113
participants who were not subject to ceiling/floor effects. For this sub-
sample, the correlation between experienced and remembered emotion,
r(33) � .88, p � .001, was significantly greater than the correlation
between experienced and remembered mood, r(78) � .50, p � .001; z �
3.80, p � .001. We also examined the direction of bias in this subsample,
with happiness ratings reverse-coded for McCain supporters. Participants
underestimated in recalling emotion (experienced: M � 7.44, SD � 0.86;
recalled: M � 7.00, SD � 1.37), t(33) � �2.27, p � .03, d � �0.38, but
overestimated in recalling mood (experienced: M � 5.39, SD � 1.92;
recalled: M � 6.09, SD � 1.85), t(78) � 3.80, p � .001, d � 0.37. Thus,
excluding participants who rated experienced emotion or mood at the top
or bottom extreme of the scale did not change the findings.

3 In Study 1, participants reported their feelings one to five days after the
election (November 5–9, 2008). In principle, participants who completed
the questionnaire closer in time to Election Day might have reported more
extreme emotion if the impact of the election decreased over time. On the
other hand, those who completed the questionnaire closer in time to
Election Day might have reported less extreme mood if they interpreted the
request to rate how happy they were feeling “these days” as including days
prior to the election. To test this, we examined the correlations between
reporting day and experienced happiness (reverse-coded for McCain sup-
porters) for emotion and for mood. No significant association was found
between reporting day and experienced emotion, r(91) � .09, p � .38, or
between reporting day and experienced mood, r(91) � .05, p � .65. We
also included reporting day as a covariate in the two ANOVAs that
examined the direction of memory bias. No significant effect of reporting
day was found and including this variable did not change the pattern of
statistically significant results reported in the text. Similarly, in Study 2,
participants reported their feelings one to six days after the election
(November 7–12, 2012). No significant association was found between
reporting day and the intensity of experienced mood, r(201) � �.08, p �
.24, but the intensity of experienced emotion decreased over the course of
the week, r(201) � �.25, p � .001. Including reporting day as a covariate
in the ANOVA that examined the direction of memory bias did not change
the pattern of statistically significant results reported in the text.

4 The pattern of results is identical if participants are limited to those
who voted for the Democratic or Republican presidential candidate, as in
Study 1.
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come at both time points using a scale ranging from 1 (not at all)
to 9 (very).

Results and Discussion

Association between emotion and mood. We first assessed
the correlation between participants’ ratings of emotion and mood,
both at Time 1 (experience) and at Time 2 (recall). We used
Pearson-Filon z (ZPF) to compare these nonoverlapping correla-
tions from the same sample. The correlation between emotion and
mood was relatively low when participants rated their experienced
feelings, r(201) � .13, p � .06, but was significantly greater when
participants rated their remembered feelings, r(201) � .54, p �
.001, ZPF � 4.81, p � .001.

Memory accuracy. Next, we assessed the accuracy with
which participants recalled emotion versus mood. The correlation
between experienced and remembered emotion, r(201) � .86, p �
.001, was significantly greater than the correlation between expe-
rienced and remembered mood, r(201) � .52, p � .001; ZPF �
6.11, p � .001. In addition, the absolute value of the difference
between experienced and remembered emotion (M � 0.79, SD �
0.88) was significantly less than the absolute value of the differ-
ence between experienced and remembered mood (M � 1.07,
SD � 1.16), t(201) � 2.85, p � .004, d � 0.27. Thus, the results
of the 2012 election study replicated those of the 2008 election
study. Participants were more accurate in reporting the intensity of
past emotion than past mood.

Direction of memory bias. Next we examined the direction
of bias for reports of past emotion versus mood. For ease of
interpretation in subsequent analyses, feelings of happiness for
Romney supporters were reverse coded. Thus, higher ratings rep-
resent more extreme happiness for Obama supporters, and more
extreme unhappiness for Romney supporters. To assess the direc-
tion of bias, we conducted a mixed-model ANOVA on intensity
ratings with feeling type (emotion, mood) and time (experience,
recall) as within-subject variables, and with candidate preference
(Obama, Romney) as the between-subjects variable. The hypoth-
esized interaction was found between time and feeling type, F(1,
200) � 24.99, MSE � 0.79, p � .001, �2

p � 0.11. As Figure 1
(right side) shows, participants underestimated in recalling the
intensity of emotion (experienced: M � 7.54, SD � 1.41; recalled:
M � 7.11, SD � 1.45), t(200) � �5.47, p � .001, d � �0.30, and
overestimated in recalling the intensity of mood (experienced:
M � 6.00, SD � 1.97; recalled: M � 6.33, SD � 1.66), t(201) �
3.04, p � .003, d � 0.18.

The results also showed significant main effects for feeling type,
F(1, 200) � 163.72, MSE � 2.05, p � .001, �2

p � 0.45, candidate
preference, F(1, 200) � 44.57, MSE � 5.27, p � .001, �2

p � 0.18,
and time, F(1, 200) � 7.15, MSE � 0.95, p � .001, �2

p � 0.03,
as well as significant interactions between feeling type and candi-
date preference, F(1, 200) � 91.57, MSE � 2.05, p � .001, �2

p �
0.18, and time and candidate preference, F(1, 200) � 18.98,
MSE � 0.95, p � .001, �2

p � 0.09. This occurred because
participants rated emotion as more intense than mood, Obama
supporters rated their mood as more intense than did Romney
supporters, and Obama supporters exaggerated less in remember-
ing their feelings.

In summary, with respect to the direction of bias, the results of
the 2012 election study replicated the results of the 2008 election

study. Participants underestimated in reporting the intensity of
their past emotional response but overestimated in reporting the
intensity of their past mood.5

Predictors of memory bias. Finally, we examined potential
predictors of memory bias. As memory for feelings fades, people
often draw on salient information in order to reconstruct how they
must have felt (e.g., Levine, 1997). One salient feature that con-
tributes to the intensity of people’s emotional reaction to an event
is the importance of that event for their goals. However, events
initially appraised as important may decline in importance over
time as people adjust to them (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Sheldon &
Lyubomirsky, 2012; Worsch et al., 2003). This was the case for the
2012 election outcome. Participants rated the election outcome as
significantly less important after a month (MT2 � 6.25, SD � 2.07)
than they had in the days immediately following the election
(MT1 � 6.49, SD � 2.05), t(200) � 2.51, p � .03, d � 0.12. We
hypothesized that appraising the election as less important at the
time of recall would contribute to underestimating the intensity of
past emotion. In contrast, we hypothesized that focusing on salient
feelings specifically about the election (i.e., emotion) would con-
tribute to overestimating the intensity of past mood.

To test this, we conducted separate hierarchical regression anal-
yses on remembered emotion and remembered mood, with happi-
ness ratings reverse-coded for Romney supporters. Both analyses
included the same four predictors. At Step 1, we included the
following Time 1 variables: (a) Time 1 experienced emotion, (b)
Time 1 experienced mood, and (c) Time 1 appraised importance.
At Step 2, we added (d) Time 2 appraised importance. The ratio-
nale for including these predictors was as follows: To test our
hypothesis that participants’ appraisals of the importance of the
election outcome at Time 2 (which had decreased over time)
contributed to underestimating the intensity of emotion, we in-
cluded appraised importance shortly after the election and ap-
praised importance at the time of recall as predictors. To test our
hypothesis that people overestimate the intensity of past mood
because they focus on their emotional response to a specific event,
we included both experienced emotion and experienced mood in
the models. Although we did not expect experienced mood to
contribute to remembered emotion, we included experienced mood
in the model predicting remembered emotion for consistency.

The results for remembered emotion are shown on the left side
of Table 1. At Step 1, the three predictor model accounted for 56%
of the variance. At Step 2, the four predictor model accounted for
61% of the variance. This improvement in the fit of the model was

5 To find out if ceiling or floor effects accounted for the findings of
Study 2, we omitted participants who rated either emotion or mood at the
top or bottom of the 9-point intensity scale, leaving 122 participants. In this
subsample, as found in the complete sample, the correlation between
experienced and remembered emotion, r(121) � .74, p � .001, was
significantly greater than the correlation between experienced and remem-
bered mood, r(121) � .47, p � .002; ZPF � 3.31, p � .001. We also
examined the direction of bias, with happiness ratings reverse-coded for
Romney supporters. As found in the complete sample, participants in this
subsample underestimated the intensity of past emotion (experienced: M �
6.71, SD � 1.09; recalled: M � 6.38, SD � 1.25), t(121) � 3.18, p � .002,
d � �0.28. Participants in this subsample showed a nonsignificant ten-
dency to overestimate the intensity of past mood (experienced: M � 5.63,
SD � 1.70; recalled: M � 5.84, SD � 1.47, t(121) � 1.70, p � .09, d �
0.13, consistent with the direction of bias shown in the complete sample.
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significant, �R2 � 0.05, F(1, 196) � 26.48, p � .001. At Step 2,
Time 1 experienced emotion was the strongest predictor of Time 2
remembered emotion. As hypothesized, however, participants’
appraisal of the importance of the election at Time 2 also predicted
Time 2 remembered emotion. Once Time 2 appraised importance
was added to the model, Time 1 appraised importance was no
longer a significant predictor of remembered emotion. Time 1
mood also was not a significant predictor of remembered emotion.
Thus, the intensity of emotion that participants experienced pre-
dicted the intensity of emotion they remembered. However, after
adjusting for experienced emotion and initial appraised impor-
tance, participants’ current appraisal of the importance of the
election predicted the intensity of emotion they remembered. In
other words, appraising the election as less important at the time of
recall was associated with remembering less intense emotion.

The results for remembered mood are shown on the right side of
Table 1. At Step 1, the three predictor model accounted for 52.5%
of the variance. At Step 2, the four predictor model accounted for
52.6% of the variance, �R2 � 0.00, F(1, 196) � 0.47, p � .49. At
Step 2, Time 1 experienced mood was the strongest predictor of
Time 2 remembered mood. As hypothesized, however, Time 1
experienced emotion also predicted Time 2 remembered mood.
Time 1 appraised importance also predicted Time 2 remembered
mood. Time 2 current appraised importance was not a significant
predictor. Thus, experienced mood predicted remembered mood.
However, experienced emotion and initial appraisal of the impor-
tance of the election also predicted remembered mood.

In summary, Study 2 permitted us to examine contributors to
bias in reports of past emotion and mood. Participants had under-
estimated in remembering their past emotion. The intensity of
emotion they remembered was predicted by the current appraised
importance of the election outcome, which had declined over time.
In contrast, participants overestimated in remembering their past
mood. The intensity of mood they remembered was predicted by
their initial appraisal of, and emotional reaction to, the election
outcome. This suggests that focusing on past salient events and
their emotional impact contributes to overestimating the intensity
of past mood.

General Discussion

Remembering is a reconstructive process. People’s representa-
tions of past events may be partly or wholly comprised of current
knowledge, attitudes, and experiences (e.g., Bartlett, 1932; Loftus
& Palmer, 1974; Schacter, 2001). Similarly, as memory for past
feelings becomes inaccessible over time, people rely on salient
information to reconstruct how they must have felt (Robinson &
Clore, 2002a, 2002b; Ross, 1989; Levine, 1997). We proposed that
the magnitude and direction of bias in reports of the intensity of
past feelings depends on whether people are remembering emotion
(feelings about a specific event) or mood (feelings that are not
about a specific event). To test this, a few days after the 2008 and
2012 U.S. presidential elections, participants reported their feel-
ings about the outcome of the election (emotion) and how they
were feeling in general (mood). A month after the elections,
participants recalled their feelings.

Differing Levels of Accuracy in Reports of Past
Emotion Versus Mood

Participants’ reports of past emotion were more accurate (i.e.,
more similar to their reported experience) than their reports of past
mood. The correlation between experienced and remembered
mood was in the .50 range, consistent with past estimates (Levine,
Safer, & Lench, 2006), whereas the correlation between experi-
enced and remembered emotion was in the .90 range. Two features
of emotion likely contributed to greater accuracy in reports of past
emotion than mood. First, people tend to focus on central, salient
features of events both when experiencing (Compton, 2003) and
when remembering (Levine & Edelstein, 2009) emotional reac-
tions to events. Focusing on salient information at the time of
recall would contribute to accuracy for reports of past emotions,
which are directed toward specific events. In contrast, focusing on
salient information at the time of recall would contribute to inac-
curacy in memory for moods, which are not directed toward
specific events and may be influenced by a number of mundane
and less salient events. Second, the intensity of emotion people
experience about events depends greatly on their appraisals of the

Table 1
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting the Intensity of Remembered Emotion and Remembered Mood
in the 2012 Presidential Election (N � 201)

Variable

Recalled emotion Recalled mood

B SE B � t B SE B � t

Step 1
Time 1 experienced emotion .48 .07 .47 7.21��� .21 .08 .18 2.67��
Time 1 experienced mood .04 .04 .06 1.11 .48 .04 .57 10.83���
Time 1 appraised importance .24 .04 .34 5.46��� .16 .05 .19 3.03��

Step 2
Time 1 experienced emotion .40 .06 .39 6.19��� .22 .08 .19 2.76��
Time 1 experienced mood .04 .03 .05 1.14 .48 .04 .57 10.82���
Time 1 appraised importance .06 .05 .08 1.11 .19 .07 .23 2.75��
Time 2 appraised importance .27 .05 .38 5.15��� �.05 .07 �.06 �.69

Note. For the model predicting remembered emotion, at Step 1, F(3, 197) � 82.24, MSE � .95, p � .001, R2 � .56. At Step 2, F(4, 196 � 76.28, MSE �
.84, p � .001, R2 � .61, and �R2 � .05, F(1, 196) � 26.48, p � .001. For the model predicting remembered mood, at Step 1, F(3, 197 � 72.53, MSE �
1.33, p � .001, R2 � .52. At Step 2, F(4, 196) � 54.37, MSE � 1.33, p � .001, R2 � .53, and �R2 � .00, F(1, 196) � .47, p � .49.
��p � .01. ���p � .001.
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importance of those events for their goals (e.g., Brans & Verduyn,
2014; Fridja et al., 1992). People’s life goals remain fairly stable
over time (McAdams & Olson, 2010), so consistency in their
appraisals of the importance of events for their goals would con-
tribute to accuracy in reports of the intensity of past emotion.

Opposite Biases in Reports of Past Emotion and Mood

Past research provides conflicting results concerning whether
people over- or underestimate in remembering the intensity of their
past feelings. Some studies have shown overestimation of past
feelings (Fredrickson, 2000; Thomas & Diener, 1990; Wilson et
al., 2003), whereas others have shown underestimation (Loewen-
stein, 1996; Nordgren et al., 2006; Safer et al., 2002). We found
that the direction of bias depended on whether participants were
asked to remember emotion or mood. Participants underestimated
the intensity of their past emotional reaction to Obama’s victory
but overestimated the intensity of their past mood. These opposite
biases were found using a between subject design in which par-
ticipants reported only emotion or only mood (Study 1), and using
a within subject design in which participants reported both emo-
tion and mood (Study 2). Against the backdrop of greater accuracy
in their reports of past emotion, then, the direction of bias differed
depending on whether participants were remembering emotion or
mood.

In Study 2, we also assessed predictors of bias. Despite the
stability of important life goals (McAdams & Olson, 2010), people
often come to see specific past positive and negative events as less
important and relevant to their goals over time (e.g., Carver et al.,
1996; Lyubomirsky, 2001; Wrosch et al., 2003). Similarly, partic-
ipants appraised Obama’s 2012 reelection as less important a
month after the election than they had in the days immediately
following the election. Regression analyses showed that, after
adjusting for initial emotion and initial appraisals, remembered
emotion was predicted by participants’ current appraisals of the
importance of the election. Thus, drawing on current appraisals of
the importance of emotion-eliciting events contributed to under-
estimating past emotion. In contrast, remembered mood was pre-
dicted by participants’ initial emotion and initial appraisal of the
importance of the election. These findings reveal that the remem-
bered intensity of both emotion and mood are predicted by greater
appraisals of importance, consistent with previous findings that the
importance of an event relates to the intensity of people’s reactions
to that event (e.g., Brans & Verduyn, 2014; Carver, 2004; Frijda et
al., 1992). However, remembered emotion was predicted by
changes in appraised importance over time, whereas remembered
mood was predicted by initial appraised importance. Although we
had no specific predictions concerning the contribution of ap-
praised importance to remembered mood, this finding is consistent
with our theoretical argument that focusing too much on initial
reactions to a salient past event contributes to overestimating the
intensity of past mood (Schkade & Kahneman, 1998; Wilson et al.,
2003). In summary, distinguishing between two types of emo-
tional experience, emotion versus mood, and identifying pre-
dictors of bias helps clarify seemingly contradictory findings in
the literature with respect to the direction of bias in remember-
ing past feelings.

Distinctions Between Emotion and Mood

Emotion and mood are distinct but overlapping constructs (Alp-
ert & Rosen, 1990). People’s moods can modulate the intensity of
their emotional reactions to events. Emotions directed toward
specific events can impact people’s mood even after their attention
shifts away from those events. Despite this acknowledged overlap,
researchers have long distinguished between emotions and moods
(e.g., Alpert & Rosen, 1990; Beedie et al., 2005; Scherer, 2005;
Whalen et al., 2004). In the present investigation, we focused on
the critical distinguishing feature that emotions are about an event
whereas moods are not directed toward a specific event. Research-
ers and nonacademics have been shown to distinguish between
emotion and mood in a manner consistent with this definition
(Beedie et al., 2005). For instance, when asked to describe the
difference between moods and emotions, the response identified as
most typical among nonacademics was, “Moods are general, back-
ground feeling states, with no specific cause or direction. Emotions
have a specific cause and are directed at a specific object” (Beedie
et al., 2005, p. 863). One implication of our findings is that,
consistent with past research, people do distinguish between feel-
ings about events (emotion) and feelings in general (mood). Across
both studies, participants rated emotion as more intense than
mood. In Study 2, the correlation between emotion and mood was
relatively low and did not reach statistical significance. Differ-
ences were also found in the predictors of the intensity of past
emotion versus past mood.

A second implication of our findings is that, although people
draw on salient information when attempting to remember both
emotion and mood, this common process contributes to accuracy
in reports of past emotion and to inaccuracy in reports of past
mood. When people experience an emotional response to an event,
their attention often narrows to salient, central features of the event
(Compton, 2003). People also tend to rely on salient, central
features of past events when remembering their past emotional
reaction (Levine & Edelstein, 2008; Wirtz et al., 2003). In contrast,
moods are less tied to specific, salient events that are easy to
remember and may be influenced by a number of amorphous
experiences during a given day or time period (Beedie et al., 2005).
Thus, one source of the difference in accuracy in reports of
emotion versus mood is that, for emotion, there is a match between
the situation the person has in mind at the time of experience and
at the time of recall that should promote accuracy. For mood there
is often a mismatch.

Another source of greater accuracy in remembering emotion
than mood is the presence of well-defined retrieval cues. Because
emotions are about a specific event, that event can serve as a
retrieval cue when attempting to remember the intensity of past
emotion. For example, participants likely had a fairly rich network
of experiences that they could draw on when attempting to remem-
ber emotion, including episodic information about the election and
the activities they engaged in at that time. In contrast, moods are
not about a specific event and may be influenced by a wider range
of events and experiences in a given time period. As a result, there
may be no clearly defined cues to aid retrieval of information
relevant to the intensity of mood. Our results suggest that, instead,
participants tended to consider information about the election,
including their emotional reaction to the election and the impor-
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tance of the election outcome, when attempting to report the
intensity of their past mood.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The present research provides valuable insights regarding
sources of accuracy and bias in reports of past emotion versus
mood, but limitations should be noted. First, some participants
rated the intensity of experienced emotion at the top or bottom of
the scale, leaving no room for overestimation in remembering the
extremity of their response. Follow-up analyses omitting these
participants indicated that, even participants without such extreme
ratings remembered emotion more accurately than mood, and
underestimated the intensity of past emotion, consistent with the
results for the complete sample. This suggests that our results
reflect processes involved in retrieving and reconstructing past
emotional experience rather than ceiling or floor effects in assess-
ing emotion. However, future research should assess memory for
emotion and mood in a manner that avoids having participants rate
emotional intensity at the ceiling or floor of the scale.

Second, participants reported their mood up to 5 days after the
2008 election, and up to 6 days after the 2012 election. In princi-
ple, those who reported their mood closer in time to the election
might have reported less extreme mood if they interpreted the
request to rate how happy they were feeling “these days” as
including days prior to the election. Later, participants were asked
to recall how they were feeling in general in the days after the
election, resulting in a possible mismatch in reporting periods.
Follow-up analyses showed, however, that the intensity of partic-
ipants’ experienced mood was not correlated with reporting day. In
addition, including reporting day as a covariate in analyses did not
change the finding that participants overestimated the intensity of
past mood. In future research, however, it will be important to
ensure that participants have precisely the same time period in
mind when rating experienced and remembered mood.

Third, although researchers and laypeople agree about the dis-
tinctions between emotions and mood (Beedie et al., 2005), there
is overlap between the two constructs. Distinctions between mood
and emotion become increasingly blurry over time as memory
fades. As noted above, in Study 2, the association between emotion
and mood was significantly greater at the time of recall than at the
time participants first reported their feelings. In the days after the
election, emotional reactions to events unrelated to the election
(such as an argument with a friend) may have influenced partici-
pants’ reports of their experienced mood but such events might
have been unlikely to come to mind later when they tried to
remember their mood.

Finally, participants appraised the outcome of the 2012 presi-
dential election as less important over time. The decrease in
appraised importance was small, however, as was the effect size
for the association between recalled emotion and current appraised
importance. Initial, but not current, importance predicted remem-
bered mood. In future research, it would be useful to examine
memory for emotional responses to events associated with more
pronounced changes in appraisals. These might include events that
elicit relatively strong attempts to cope and reappraise events, such
as serious illnesses (e.g., Carver et al., 1996). It would also be
useful for future investigations to further explore the specific types
of appraisals people draw on when reconstructing their past feel-

ings, how these appraisals change over time, and the conditions
under which initial and current appraisals are accessible in mem-
ory.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this research is the first to demonstrate that the
manner in which memory diverges from experience depends on
whether people are remembering feelings about an event or feel-
ings in general. Our findings show that people remember past
emotion more accurately than mood. Moreover, they underesti-
mate the intensity of past emotion but overestimate the intensity of
past mood. These biases have important implications for decision-
making because remembered feelings help people prepare for the
future and make decisions about whether to repeat or avoid expe-
riences (Wirtz et al., 2003). Underestimating the intensity of their
emotional responses to past events leaves people unprepared and
ill-equipped to cope with future events that evoke powerful feel-
ings and behavioral impulses (Lench, Safer, & Levine, 2011;
Loewenstein, 1996). Overestimating changes in mood can also be
problematic for decision making (Wilson & Gilbert, 2005). Exag-
gerating how much positive events buoyed overall mood can lead
to poor decisions and disappointment as people strive to repeat
those experiences only to find the outcome less enthralling than
they remembered. Exaggerating the effect that negative events had
on their overall mood can render people risk averse. People may
invest more effort and resources than is optimal in attaining or
avoiding future outcomes because they falsely believe those out-
comes had a large impact on their overall mood and wellbeing in
the past. Memory for past moods also informs people’s self-
concepts concerning whether they are a cheerful or unhappy per-
son (Levine & Safer, 2002). Bias limits the accuracy of clinical
assessments which rely heavily on people’s memories of their past
mood states (Safer & Keuler, 2002). In future research, it will be
important to distinguish between emotion and mood and to exam-
ine situations in which people remember these different types of
feelings in their everyday lives.
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