Affect and Decision Making: Technical Note1

Affect is the general term used to describe three types of states—moods, emotions, and
decision-generated affect—that can influence strategic decision making. The three affective
states include:
1. Mood. Also known as transient-affect, a mood is often a diffuse feeling or generalized
state of positive or negative affect. It is mostly based on external factors such as
weather, temperature, and current events (e.g. news, being in a traffic jam). Compared
to emotions, moods are typically less intense and may last between several hours to
several days.
2. Emotion. Emotional states are specific and intense but relatively short-lived affective
states associated with a specific source or target. Examples of emotional states include
fear, anger, happiness, pride, and jealousy. Each of these emotions may arise due to a
source and/or be directed at a specific target (person, event, etc.). Fear may arise due to
stimuli like fire, and anger may arise from and be directed toward stimuli such as
specific people or situations. The higher intensity and target-specific nature of emotions
separate them from the more transient and diffuse mood states.
3. Decision-generated affect. Some affective states result from decisions themselves.
Being involved in a high-stakes strategic decision may generate anxiety. A parent may
feel happiness or frustration when participating in his or her child’s wedding planning.
Sometimes the sheer volume of information that needs to be processed in a decision can
overwhelm a decision maker and cause fear, anger, or frustration.
STATE VERSUS TRAIT AFFECT
Though most affective experiences result from external stimuli, people often differ in their
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AFFECT & DECISION MAKING: UNDERLYING PROCESSES
The role of different affective states in decision-making can be understood via three
intervening processes.
Systematic versus heuristic information processing. At the most basic level, affective
states influence whether decision makers use systematic- or heuristic-information
processing. Systematic-information processing is deliberative, involves great effort to
analyze each piece of data, uses complex decision models, and entails a longer decisionmaking time. When using heuristic processing, decision makers spend less time making the
decision, use general rules of thumb, and process data superficially. The two different
processes often lead to different decision outcomes. For example, those using a heuristic
approach will be more likely to choose the default option over new options in a decision
making task, since new options typically require careful analysis.
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METACOGNITION
Metacognition is the process whereby decision makers reflect on the decision-making
process and use their knowledge of the process as an input to the decision.
The metacognitive influence of affective states is also known as “emotional intelligence” in
the popular press. Those having higher emotional intelligence are better able to perceive,
evaluate, and incorporate their own or another person’s emotional state into the decisionmaking process. Thus, a person’s ability to recognize he or she (or a colleague) is feeling
angry or happy provides metacognitive information that serves as an input to the decision.
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AFFECT & DECISION MAKING: THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD
The study of affect and decision-making is a highly-evolved field with thousands of
scientific studies using randomized-control designs. The design is similar to the one used in
medical research. It allows the researcher to draw precise and causal inferences.
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Disgust leads to cheating. Disgust is typically induced by something believed to be
unhygienic, contaminated, or repulsive. It leads to a flight response so that the decision
maker can protect him/herself from the disgust-inducing stimulus. Thus, the decision
maker is not as invested in the decision-making task. The researchers therefore reasoned
people who feel disgust should engage in higher levels of cheating.
Participants in the treatment group were made to feel disgust by watching a scatological
scene from the movie Trainspotting, shopping for products like diarrhea medicine and
fungal treatments, and other methods. They then engaged in several tasks in which they
could cheat. Overwhelmingly, members of the disgusted group cheated more than those in
the control group. In a subsequent study, researchers mitigated disgust by showing
participants cleaning products. The excessive cheating went away.
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