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100-word abstract for publication in the meeting program:

When making choices about future events, we consider not only the pain or pleasure of the event itself, but also the psychological pain or pleasure of anticipating the event. In two studies with national samples it was found that dread is roughly twice as strong as pleasurable anticipation (aka, savoring), across multiple domains. Interestingly, the anticipation of gains is sometimes pleasurable and sometimes painful (due to impatience), while the anticipation of losses is always painful. Furthermore, as anticipation value was found to predict time preference this pattern may explain why losses are discounted less than gains (the "sign effect"). 
A one-page (up to 600 word) abstract for review: 

Intertemporal choices are affected in part by the pleasures and pains of anticipating good and bad events. For example, we might dread a painful dental procedure and so schedule it for as soon as possible. Although the major theory of anticipation value treats gains and losses equivalently (Loewenstein, 1987), we propose here that the dread is much stronger than pleasurable anticipation and present evidence from two studies involving evaluations of various positive and negative events. This observation may partly explain the robust "sign effect": that losses are discounted less than gains (Thaler, 1981). 

Methods & Results

Two studies were run online with diverse, national samples. In Study 1, participants (N=55) were asked to list examples of good or bad things (between subjects) that they would prefer to experience sooner or later (within subjects). When participants rated these same (self-generated) items for anticipation value on 7-point scales, the ratings indicated that anticipating the bad items was more negative than anticipating the good items was positive t(51)=2.6, p=.01. More intriguingly, although people almost never derive satisfaction from the knowledge that a bad event is in the distant rather than near future, their reactions to pleasurable events are more nuanced -- some bring pleasurable anticipation whereas others appear to induce aversive impatience and frustration.  


For Study 2, twenty intertemporal choice items (10 gain, 10 loss) were developed using the examples generated by participants in Study 1, as well as several classic examples from the literature (eg, "kiss from a movie star", "electric shocks"). Between subjects, delay was set to 3 days, 1 week, 1 month, 1 year, or 5 years. 

Participants considered each of the 20 events in random order. For each, they indicated whether they would prefer it to happen immediately, or at the specified delay, or were indifferent about when. Participants also rated how positive or negative the experience of the event would be (at the specified delay), and how psychologically pleasurable or unpleasurable the anticipation of the event would be (at the specified delay). 

Overall, participants (N=169) in Study 2 chose to have gains immediately much more often than they chose to postpone losses, F(1,168)=149, p<.001, η2=.47. Participants rated the anticipation of losses (mean=-45, SD=30) as significantly more painful than the anticipation of gains is pleasurable (mean=18, SD=39), F(1,168)=71, p<.001, η2=.30, in spite of the fact that they rated the gain events to be slightly more hedonically extreme than the loss events. These findings are particularly strong in light of recent evidence that gain/loss asymmetries are generally quite weak when using bipolar scales such as we employed (McGraw et al, in press). 


For each of the twenty items, anticipation values significantly predicted intertemporal choices, even while controlling for event value. On average, the standardized beta was -.30, indicating that when participants enjoyed anticipating an event they preferred to experience it later, and vice versa. 


Comparing different delays, anticipation values were stronger (and had better predictive power) at shorter delays. Furthermore, the sign effect was stronger at shorter delays.

Discussion


Participants reported dreading losses more than twice as much as enjoying anticipating gains. This finding is distinct from the phenomenon of loss aversion, because the gain events employed in our study were actually judged to be slightly better than the loss events were judged to be bad. Furthermore, anticipation values predicted intertemporal choices for both gains and losses. Together, these findings provide a process explanation for the sign effect in discounting. 

