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Abstract

Recent theories of judgment and decision-making have focused increasingly on the role of motivation, affect, and other drive
states. The current research examined whether specific motivational orientations associated with approach versus avoidance might
be linked selectively to judgments of positive versus negative decision outcomes and future events. Findings from three studies sug-
gest that fear—an emotion intrinsically linked to threat avoidance—was more strongly associated with judgments of negative out-
comes than judgments of positive outcomes. In contrast, curiosity—a motivational orientation associated with approaching desired
information and experiences—was more strongly associated with judgments of positive outcomes than judgments of negative out-
comes. Findings are discussed with respect to functionalist theories of motivation and selective cognition.
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Introduction

“Who has not seen a horse, or other animal, alternately
approach in curiosity, and flee in fear from, some such
object as an old coat on the ground? And who has not
experienced a fearful curiosity in penetrating some dark
cave or some secret chamber of an ancient castle?”
(McDougall, 1923, p. 60).

In recent years, theories of judgment and decision-
making have placed increasing emphasis on the role of
motivation and affect (Forgas, 1995, 2003; Loewenstein
& Lerner, 2003; Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch,
2001; Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Zajonc, 1998). Emotions,
goals, and other drive states can powerfully influence the
manner in which people form judgments, evaluate risks,
and make choices under uncertainty (Fessler, Pillsworth,
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& Flamson, 2004; Finucane, Peters, & Slovic, 2003; Isen,
Nygren, & Ashby, 1988; Ketelaar & Au, 2003; Loewen-
stein, 1996; Maner et al., in press-c; Mittal & Ross, 1998).
However, there still remain many unanswered questions
pertaining to the role that motivation and affect play in
shaping judgment and choice. Specifying this role is a
key step toward better understanding motivational influ-
ences on decision-making.

Many choices rely on judgments of both potential
benefits and potential costs (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky,
1979; Mellers, 2000). In choosing to start a conversation
with a stranger, for example, one might weigh the poten-
tial benefit of a new friendship against the potential cost
of social rejection. In the current research, we examined
the possibility that the links between specific motiva-
tional orientations and outcome judgments might be
selective—that is, stronger for potential benefits than for
potential costs (or vice versa). We focused on the extent
to which fear and curiosity—two antagonistic motiva-
tional orientations associated with avoidance and
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approach, respectively—might be associated selectively
with heightened judgments of negative outcomes versus
positive outcomes. More specifically, we tested the
hypothesis that whereas fear would be more strongly
associated with judgments of negative outcomes than
positive outcomes, curiosity would be more strongly
associated with judgments of positive outcomes than
negative outcomes.

Choice under uncertainty: Judging potential benefits and
costs

As the quotation (above) from McDougall’s classic
Introduction to Social Psychology implies, people often
face choices in which the desire to explore novel opportu-
nities and the desire to avoid harm pull one in opposite
directions. Several theories of decision-making (e.g., pros-
pect theory; subjective expected utility theory; decision
affect theory) imply that such choices are guided, in part,
by judgments of the potential positive and negative conse-
quences (e.g., Hoelzl & Loewenstein, 2005; Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979; Loewenstein, Thompson, & Bazerman,
1989; Lopes, 1995; Mellers, Schwartz, Ho, & Ritov, 1997).

Risk judgments involve several components, includ-
ing perceptions of (1) the utility of positive outcomes
(how desirable the benefits are judged to be); (2) the like-
lihood that positive outcomes will occur; (3) the utility of
negative outcomes (how severe the costs are judged to
be); (4) the likelihood that negative outcomes will occur.
When people judge positive outcomes as strong and
likely to occur, they tend to make action-oriented
choices; when people judge negative outcomes as strong
and likely to occur, they tend to make risk-avoidant
choices (e.g., Fishburn, 1988; Mellers & McGraw, 2001).

Motivation, affect, and biases in outcome judgment

As McDougall (1923) implied, outcome judgments can
be shaped by fundamental motivations that promote
exploration and risk-seeking, on one hand, and self-pro-
tection, on the other. Indeed, theories of motivation and
cognition suggest that outcome judgments can be shaped
by motivational orientations associated with approach or
avoidance (e.g., Carver & White, 1994; Higgins, 2000;
Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999). The current
investigation is based on the presumption that motives
can color the manner in which people judge potential out-
comes, because these judgments can facilitate choices pro-
moting avoidance of threat or engagement of opportunity.
More specifically, there is reason to think that whereas
approach motives are associated with optimistic outcome
judgments (thereby facilitating risk-seeking), avoidance
motives are associated with pessimistic outcome judg-
ments (thereby facilitating risk-avoidance).

Theories of motivated cognition are consistent with
evidence for affective influences on judgment and choice

(e.g., Fessler et al., 2004; Raghunathan & Pham, 1999).
Affective states serve as salient forms of information, sig-
naling the presence of threats or opportunities in the
environment (Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Emotions, in
turn, promote motivational states aimed at the avoid-
ance of threat or engagement of opportunity (Carver &
White, 1994; Maner et al., 2005; Watson et al., 1999).
The emotion of fear, for example, motivates a desire to
protect oneself from harm (see Ohman & Mineka, 2001,
for a review). Not surprisingly, evidence also suggests
that fear leads to risk-avoidant outcome judgments (e.g.,
increased judgments of the likelihood of negative out-
comes; Lerner & Keltner, 2001). Thus, because affective
experiences can activate approach or avoidance motives,
those affective experiences can influence in functional
ways the manner in which people think about potential
risks and opportunities.

The motivationally selective judgment hypothesis

The current investigation was inspired by the follow-
ing question: are the links between specific motivational
orientations and outcome judgments stronger for judg-
ments of benefits versus costs (ie., observed more
strongly for costs than benefits, or vice versa)? A simple
consideration of approach or avoidance action tendencies
suggests that motivational experiences might elicit a per-
vasive tendency to judge both positive and negative out-
comes in a goal-consistent manner. For example, motives
that promote risk-avoidance may be associated with
enhanced judgments of negative outcomes and reduced
perceptions of positive outcomes, because both of these
judgments could facilitate risk-avoidance. Consider a stu-
dent weighing the costs and benefits associated with par-
ticipating in a potentially dangerous game of rugby. The
self-protective motivation, fear, and anticipatory anxiety
she feels might lead her to view the potential for harm as
especially great, thereby leading her to avoid the game. In
addition, the fear might lead her to view the potential
benefits—the excitement, fun, and camaraderie—as less
appealing than she would otherwise for these judgments,
too, could lead her away from joining the game.

There are reasons to suspect, however, that motiva-
tionally-tinged judgments may be linked more selectively
to positive versus negative outcomes. Indeed, functional-
ist theories often emphasize that motivated cognition is
selective—people preferentially attend to and process
stimuli perceived to be highly relevant to the satisfaction
of important goals; at the same time, cognitive resources
are directed away from less relevant stimuli (Maner
et al., 2003; McArthur & Baron, 1983). Similarly, theo-
ries of affect as information imply that emotions lead
people to become especially attuned to the presence of
possible threats or opportunities in the environment
(Schwarz & Clore, 1983), which necessarily reduces
attention to other, less salient information.
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Avoidance-focused motives (and forms of affect such
as fear that promote avoidance of threat) are designed
primarily to move people away from undesired out-
comes. Hence, in the case of avoidance-oriented motiva-
tion, people may be especially attuned to undesirable
outcomes, thereby enhancing perceptions of those out-
comes. At the same time, cognitive resources may be
directed away from potential benefits, leaving them rela-
tively unaffected. This would be consistent with evidence
that whereas fear heightens perceptions of potential
threat, it leaves unaltered perceptions of potential
opportunities (Maner et al., 2005). This would also be
consistent with evidence that anxiety—a type of affect
that promotes self-protective motivation—is associated
with heightened perceptions of negative decision out-
comes, but not perceptions of positive outcomes (Maner
& Schmidt, 2006). Approach-focused motives, in con-
trast, are designed primarily to move people toward
desired opportunities. As a result, one might expect a
converse pattern of outcome judgments in which
approach-oriented motives are more strongly associated
with judgments of positive outcomes than with judg-
ments of negative outcomes.

This reasoning fits with theories of regulatory fit (e.g.,
Higgins, 2000). These theories imply that it is possible to
possess either an approach-oriented motivational stance
(promotion-focused), in which individuals are motivated
primarily to approach positive outcomes, or an avoid-
ance-oriented motivational stance (prevention-focused),
in which individuals are primarily motivated to avoid
negative outcomes. Evidence supporting these theories
suggests that when making choices, individuals who are
approach-focused generally make their decisions based
on the nature of potential positive outcomes, whereas
avoidance-focused individuals make their decisions
based on potential negative outcomes (e.g., Idson, Liber-
man, & Higgins, 2004).

Thus, this body of theory and evidence suggests a
motivationally selective judgment hypothesis: An avoid-
ance-focused motivational orientation (and allied affec-
tive states, such as fear and anxiety) may be more
strongly associated with judgments of negative outcomes
than with judgments of positive outcomes; in contrast,
an approach-focused motivational orientation may be
more strongly associated with judgments of positive out-
comes than with judgments of negative outcomes.

Fear and curiosity: Tests of the motivationally selective
Jjudgment hypothesis

In the current research, we provide preliminary tests
of the motivationally selective judgment hypothesis.
These tests required us to examine motivational orienta-
tions that are associated with clear avoidance versus
approach goals. We chose to examine fear and curiosity
because classic theorists regarded them as such opposing

motivational forces (James, 1890/1981; McDougall,
1923). Early in Psychology’s history, William James
noted that whereas curiosity prompts people to explore
their environment, fear leads people to avoid potential
dangers associated with that exploration: “curiosity and
fear form a couple of antagonistic emotions ... and man-
ifestly both useful to their possessor” (James, 1890/
1981). Similarly, William McDougall regarded curiosity
and fear as two fundamental drives associated with
“opposed impulses of approach and retreat...”
(McDougall, 1923)

Although current theories of curiosity and fear may
be somewhat more sophisticated than James and
McDougall originally envisioned them, the core insights
of these early theorists remain the same. Curiosity has
been conceptualized as signaling the presence of an
“information-gap”—that is, a lack of desired knowledge
or experience (Loewenstein, 1996; see also Berlyne, 1960;
Litman, 2005; Litman & Jimerson, 2004). The experience
of curiosity, in turn, reflects an approach-oriented moti-
vational orientation aimed at filling that gap by seeking
out relevant information and experience. Fear, in con-
trast, acts as an antagonist to curiosity. Fear promotes a
desire to protect oneself from harm and to withdraw
from potential danger (Ohman & Mineka, 2001).

Thus, curiosity and fear reflect basic motivational ori-
entations associated with approach and avoidance.
There are reasons, therefore, to expect that fear and curi-
osity are associated with outcome judgments that could
facilitate risk-avoidance and risk-seeking, respectively.
Moreover, the motivationally selective judgment
hypothesis predicts that whereas curiosity may be linked
more strongly to judgments of positive outcomes than
judgments of negative outcomes, fear may be linked
more strongly to judgments of negative outcomes than
judgments of positive outcomes.

The current research

In the current research, we examined relationships
among curiosity, fear, and judgments of positive and
negative outcomes. In Studies 1 and 2 we examined the
extent to which judgments of positive versus negative
outcomes are linked to individual differences in disposi-
tional curiosity and fear. In the same way that particular
motivational orientations can be experienced acutely, as
in when they are temporarily activated by particular
aspects of a situation, motivational orientations are also
experienced on a more persistent, dispositional basis
(e.g., Higgins, 2000; Carver and White; see also Larsen &
Ketelaar, 1991; Lazarus, 1994). We use the term disposi-
tional motivation to refer to the tendency to experience
particular motives across time and situations. Theory
and evidence imply that dispositional motives and
acutely activated motives possess similar structural
properties and are associated with similar patterns of
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cognition (e.g., Carver & White, 1994; Higgins, 2000;
Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Maner et al., 2005). In Study 3,
we extended this investigation by manipulating the tran-
sient experience of fear and examining its causal effects
on judgments of positive versus negative events.

In each of these studies, we tested the motivationally
selective judgment hypothesis by examining the specific-
ity of the links between curiosity and fear on one hand,
and judgments of positive versus negative events and
decision outcomes, on the other. We expected that fear
would be linked more strongly to judgments of negative
outcomes than to judgments of positive outcomes. In
contrast, we expected that curiosity would be linked
more strongly to judgments of positive outcomes than to
judgments of negative outcomes.

Study 1

Study 1 provided an initial test of the motivationally
selective judgment hypothesis. Participants judged the
utility of positive and negative outcomes that might arise
as a result of performing a set of risky behaviors. We
then assessed the relationships between these judgments
and participants’ levels of dispositional fear and curios-

1ty.
Method

Participants

One-hundred eighty-four undergraduates (126
females, 56 males, 2 gender not reported) participated in
exchange for partial course credit.

Procedure

The study was introduced as an assessment of person-
ality styles. Participants were given a questionnaire con-
taining all measures for the study.

Measures

The Fear Survey Schedule II (Bernstein & Allen,
1969; Geer, 1965) was used to assess participants’ level
of dispositional fear. This scale has been used widely in
previous studies (e.g., Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001; Suls
& Wan, 1987). Items assess fear across a number of
domains including death, injury, and illness (“Death of a
loved one”), social interaction (“Meeting someone for
the first time”), social evaluation (“Being criticized”),
and live organisms (“Snakes”). Participants responded
to each item in terms of how much fear is elicited in them
when thinking about the stimulus or event (1 =no fear,
5 =extreme fear)(o.=.73).

Spielberger et al.’s (1979) ten-item trait curiosity scale
assessed participants’ level of dispositional curiosity.
Previous studies indicate that this scale exhibits ade-
quate reliability, as well as convergent and discriminant

validity (e.g., Litman & Spielberger, 2003; Pritchard &
Kay, 1993). Example items include: “I feel like exploring
my environment” and “I feel inquisitive” (1 =almost
never, 5S=almost always). A composite measure of dis-
positional curiosity was computed by averaging items on
the scale, after reverse scoring appropriate items
(x=.79).

A 27-item version of the Risk Taking Behaviors Scale
(Weber, Blais, & Betz, 2002) was used to assess partici-
pants’ judgments of positive and negative outcomes.
Items reflect potentially risky behaviors in several over-
lapping domains, including health/safety (“Engaging in
unprotected sex”), recreation (“Trying out bungee jump-
ing at least once”), ethics (“Illegally copying a piece of
software”), social interaction (“Defending an unpopular
issue that you believe in at a social occasion”), and gam-
bling (“Betting a day’s income at a high stakes poker
game”). This scale was designed so that each item could
be viewed in terms of either its potential positive out-
comes or its potential negative outcomes. For example,
bungee-jumping could result in thrill and exhilaration,
but it could also result in injury. By instructing partici-
pants to think about both the positive and negative out-
comes, we were able to acquire independent judgments
of those outcomes.

Participants were instructed first to consider only the
positive outcomes and to indicate for each item their
judgment of the utility of those positive outcomes (“how
desirable the emotional, social, or physical consequences
would be”; 1 =not at all desirable; 5 =extremely desir-
able). Participants then were instructed to consider only
the negative outcomes and to indicate for each item their
judgment of the utility of those negative outcomes
(“how severe or disruptive those emotional, social, or
physical consequences would be”; 1 =not at all severe;
5S=extremely severe). Last, participants indicated for
each item, the perceived likelihood of positive versus
negative outcomes (1 =bad outcomes much more likely,
5=good outcomes much more likely). Composite mea-
sures of positive utility, negative utility, and likelihood
were calculated by averaging responses across items (all
o’s greater than .80).

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations
among fear, curiosity and outcome judgments are pro-
vided in Table 1. We noted first that, in general, partici-
pants judged the utility of negative outcomes to be
higher than the utility of positive outcomes,
F(1,176) =163.20, p <.001, suggesting a tendency to view
the potential negative outcomes as somewhat more
salient than the positive outcomes. However, consistent
with the motivationally selective judgment hypothesis,
fear was significantly correlated with judgments of the
utility of negative outcomes (r=.22, p<.01) but not
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Table 1
Study ldescriptive statistics and correlations among fear, curiosity and outcome judgments
(O] (2 (3) 4 (5)

1. Dispositional fear —
2. Dispositional curiosity —22F —
3. Perceived utility, positive outcomes —.12 21* —
4. Perceived utility, negative outcomes 22% —.06 —.01 —
5. Perceived likelihood —.20" 21% 54+ — 41 —
N 181 180 179 179 177
M 2,67 333 2.59 3.39 247
SD 0.53 0.53 0.60 0.60 0.38
Note. Perceived likelihood refers to perceptions of the relative likelihood of positive versus negative outcomes.

* p<.OL
= p<.001.
positive outcomes (r=—.12, ns). In contrast, curiosity positive outcomes only approached significance, t =1.53,

was significantly correlated with judgments of the utility
of positive outcomes (r=.21, p<.01) but not negative
outcomes (r = —.006, ns).

These correlations, however, do not account for
shared variance between fear and curiosity, which were
negatively correlated (r=-—.22, p<.0l), as might be
expected based on their status as antagonistic motiva-
tional orientations. Therefore, we used multiple regres-
sion analysis to evaluate the relationships among fear,
curiosity, and outcome judgments, while controlling for
the overlap between fear and curiosity. Moreover, we
controlled for participant sex in these analyses because,
consistent with previous research (Byrnes, Miller, &
Schaffer, 1999), men’s judgments were relatively more
optimistic than were women’s (higher judged utility of
positive outcomes; lower judged utility of negative out-
comes; both p’s <.05).

Results were consistent with the motivationally selec-
tive judgment hypothesis (see Table 2). Whereas fear
uniquely predicted judgments of the utility of negative
outcomes, curiosity uniquely predicted judgments of the
utility of positive outcomes. The difference between the
magnitude of fear’s link with judgments of negative out-
comes and the magnitude of its link with judgments of

Table 2

Study 1 Regression analyses predicting judgments of the utility of posi-
tive and negative outcomes from dispositional fear, curiosity, and par-
ticipant sex

B Partial r Significance
DV = subjective utility of positive outcomes
R?>=.08, F(3)=4.90, p< .01
Fear —.02 —.02 76
Curiosity 18 18 .02
Participant sex 20 .19 .01
DV = subjective utility of negative outcomes
R*=.07,F(3)=4.50,p< 01
Fear 18 17 .02
Curiosity 01 .01 93
Participant sex .16 .16 .04

Note. Participant sex was coded as female = 0, male = 1.

p=.06 (using a Fisher r-to-z transformation).! For curi-
osity, the difference in magnitude was significant,
t=1.89, p<.05, such that curiosity was more strongly
associated with judgments of positive outcomes than
judgments of negative outcomes.

Because participants did not provide separate judg-
ments of the likelihood of positive and negative out-
comes, we were not able to conduct a test of the
motivationally selective judgment hypothesis for likeli-
hood judgments. Nevertheless, we noted that both fear
and curiosity were correlated in the expected direction
with perceived likelihood of positive versus negative out-
comes. Whereas fear was associated with relatively pessi-
mistic likelihood judgments, curiosity was associated
with relatively optimistic likelihood judgments (see
Table 1).

Discussion

The results of Study 1 provide preliminary support
for the motivationally selective judgment hypothesis.
Whereas dispositional fear was linked with relatively
pessimistic utility judgments, dispositional curiosity was
linked with relatively optimistic utility judgments. More
important, we observed some evidence that these links
were selective. Curiosity was more strongly associated
with judgments of the utility of positive outcomes than
the utility of negative outcomes. An opposite pattern
was observed for fear, such that fear seemed somewhat
more strongly associated with judgments of the utility of
negative outcomes than positive outcomes, although this
difference was not statistically significant. The overall
pattern of results seems to provide at least preliminary
support for the motivationally selective judgment
hypothesis. It is also worth noting that dispositional
curiosity and fear were negatively correlated, consistent

! Given the presence of strong directional predictions, 1-tailed prob-
ability values are reported for all tests of differences between correla-
tions.
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with the notion that they reflect antagonistic motiva-
tional orientations.

Two important limitations to the methodology used
in Study 1 should be noted. First, participants in this
study imagined the potential positive and negative out-
comes associated with a set of behaviors—behaviors for
which the outcomes are fairly uncertain. Although this
resembles the circumstances under which people often
make real world decisions, it somewhat obscures the
nature of the links between fear, curiosity, and outcome
judgments. For example, although these findings might
indicate that fearful individuals judged negative out-
comes in a relatively pessimistic manner, it is possible
that fearful individuals instead may have imagined
different outcomes altogether. Perhaps fearful individu-
als simply conjured images of different and more severe
outcomes, rather than judging the same outcomes as
more severe.

A second limitation involves the way in which judg-
ments of outcome likelihood were assessed. The primary
hypothesis of this investigation pertains to the presence
of differential judgments of positive versus negative out-
comes. The method we used, however—having people
judge on a single scale, the relative likelihood of positive
versus negative events—precluded a test of this hypothe-
sis. Thus, we conducted a second study aimed at redress-
ing these limitations.

Study 2

Study 2 again tested the motivationally selective judg-
ment hypothesis by evaluating links between disposi-
tional fear and curiosity and judgments of positive and
negative outcomes. In contrast to the method of Study 1,
which relied on imagined outcomes, participants in
Study 2 judged a set of known positive and negative
events, in terms of their utility and likelihood.

Method

Participants
Sixty-nine undergraduate students (53 females, 16
males) participated in exchange for course credit.

Procedure

Participants were given a questionnaire containing all
measures for the study. The study was introduced as an
assessment of personality styles.

Measures

Spielberger et al.’s (1979) trait curiosity scale was used
again to assess dispositional curiosity (o« =.79). The Fear
Survey Schedule II was again used to assess disposi-
tional levels of fear. See Study 1 for descriptions of these
scales.

We used Weinstein’s (1980) Optimism Scale to evalu-
ate four distinct outcome judgments: (1) perceived likeli-
hood of positive outcomes; (2) perceived likelihood of
negative outcomes; (3) perceived utility of positive out-
comes; (4) perceived utility of negative outcomes. As in
previous research (e.g., Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Wein-
stein, 1980), participants responded to a set of positive
events (e.g., “My achievements were written up in the
newspaper,” “I won some money while gambling”) and
negative events (e.g., “I tripped and broke a bone,” “I
was sued by someone”) by indicating how likely they
thought it was that the outcome might happen to them
in the future, relative to other same sex students at their
university (1 =much less likely, 5=much more likely).
Separate indices of perceived likelihood of positive and
negative outcomes were calculated (positive, a=.75;
negative, o =.75). We also assessed judgments of utility.
For each of the positive events, participants indicated
how “desirable the emotional, social, or physical conse-
quences” were perceived to be (1 =not at all desirable,
5 =extremely desirable)(« =.87). For each of the nega-
tive events, participants indicated how “severe or disrup-
tive the emotional, social, or physical consequences”
were perceived to be (1 =not at all severe, 5 =extremely
severe)(ox = .84).

Results

As in Study 1, we observed a significant negative cor-
relation between dispositional fear and curiosity,
r(69)=—.32, p<.01. We therefore conducted multiple
regression analyses to examine the unique relationships
among dispositional fear, curiosity, and event judg-
ments. Separate analyses were conducted for each of the
four judgments. As in Study 1, participant sex was
included as a covariate in each analysis. Results are sum-
marized in Table 3.

Results were consistent with the motivationally selec-
tive judgment hypothesis. With respect to judgments of
utility, curiosity was associated with judgments of the
utility of positive events, but not negative events. The
difference between the magnitude of these two relation-
ships was significant =191, p <.05 (based on the partial
correlations). In contrast, fear was associated with judg-
ments of the utility of negative events, but not positive
events. Again, the difference between the magnitude of
these two relationships was significant, t =2.18, p <.05.

With respect to judgments of likelihood, we observed
a similar pattern. Curiosity was associated with judg-
ments of positive event likelihood, but not negative event
likelihood. The difference between the magnitude of
these two correlations was significant, = 1.68, p <.05. In
contrast, fear was associated with judgments of negative
event likelihood, but not positive event likelihood. How-
ever, the difference between the magnitude of these two
correlations was not significant, ¢ =1.02, ns.
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Study 2 Regression analyses predicting perceived utility and likelihood of positive and negative outcomes from dispositional fear, curiosity, and par-

ticipant sex

B Partial r Significance

DV = perceived utility of positive outcomes R> = .16, F (3) =4.17, p < .01

Fear 20 20 A1

Curiosity 40 37 002

Participant sex 07 .06 61
DV = perceived utility of negative outcomes R> = .30, F (3) = 9.09, p <.001

Fear 54 .50 .001

Curiosity —.08 —.09 A7

Participant sex 08 .09 49
DV = perceived likelihood of positive outcomes R?> =22, F (3) = 6.16, p < .001

Fear —.04 —.04 75

Curiosity 36 35 004

Participant sex 18 17 .16
DV = perceived likelihood of negative outcomes R> = .10, F (3) =242, p = .07

Fear 26 24 05

Curiosity 03 .03 81

Participant sex —.13 —.12 32
Note. Participant sex was coded as female = 0, male = 1.
Discussion Study 3

The results of Study 2 provide additional support for
the motivationally selective judgment hypothesis. Dispo-
sitional curiosity was associated more strongly with util-
ity judgments for positive events than negative events. In
contrast, dispositional fear was more strongly associated
with utility judgments of negative events than positive
events. These data therefore suggest a conceptually-
grounded symmetry between the approach and avoid-
ance orientations reflected in curiosity and fear on one
hand, and judgments of the utility of positive versus neg-
ative events on the other.

Results pertaining to judgments of outcome likelihood
were similar to those for utility, although somewhat
weaker in the case of fear. Consistent with the motivation-
ally selective judgment hypothesis, dispositional curiosity
was more strongly associated with likelihood judgments
for positive events than for negative events. Although the
opposite pattern was observed for fear, in that fear was
significantly associated with likelihood judgments for neg-
ative events but not positive events, the difference between
these two relationships was not significant and therefore
this result should not be over-interpreted.

Building on the results of Study 1, results of this study
confirm that dispositional curiosity and fear are associ-
ated with the manner in which people judge future out-
comes, as all participants judged an identical set of
positive and negative events. This seems to rule out the
alternative possibility left over from Study 1—that rela-
tively fearful and curious participants simply imagined
different types of outcomes, rather than judging them in
different ways. Instead, it appears that relatively fearful
and curious participants indeed were inclined to judge
the same outcomes in different—and predictable— ways.

Results of the first two studies suggest that chronic
motivational orientations associated with approach and
avoidance may be differentially associated with judg-
ments of positive versus negative outcomes and future
events. Because those studies focused on dispositional
orientations, we were not able to infer any causal con-
nections between those orientations and patterns of out-
come judgment. Therefore, we conducted a third study
aimed at providing a preliminary test of the causal effects
on outcome judgment.

This study manipulated the transient experience of
fear and examined effects on judgments of positive ver-
sus negative events. We did not attempt to manipulate
curiosity in this study because whereas manipulations of
fear can be found readily in the empirical literature, well-
validated manipulations of curiosity are less available.?
Therefore, attempting to validate a new manipulation of
curiosity, in addition to evaluating its effects on outcome
judgment, seemed beyond the scope of the current inves-
tigation.

Participants were randomly assigned to undergo a
manipulation designed to induce the experience of either
fear or a control state. Effects of this manipulation on
judgments of utility and likelihood were assessed. Based
on the motivationally selective judgment hypothesis, and
the results of the first two studies, we expected the
manipulation to influence judgments of negative events
more strongly than judgments of positive events.

2 However, see Loewenstein (1994) for preliminary description of a
potential curiosity manipulation.
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Method

Participants

One hundred twelve undergraduate students (70
women, 40 men, 2 failed to indicate their sex) partici-
pated in return for partial course credit.

Design and procedure

Study 3 included a manipulation used in previous
research to elicit a fearful, self-protective state (see
Maner et al., 2005). Participants were randomly assigned
to view one of two film clips designed to elicit either fear/
self-protective motivation or a neutral control state. The
fear clip included scenes from Silence of the Lambs, in
which a serial killer stalks an FBI agent officer through a
dark basement. This clip has been previously demon-
strated to elicit high levels of fear (e.g., Gross & Leven-
son, 1995). The control clip, taken from the film
Koyaanisqatsi, included time-lapse videography of urban
living (e.g., people going up and down on an escalator,
people working on an assembly line), accompanied by
rapidly-paced orchestral music. We did not ask partici-
pants to report on their state after watching the film
because previous research suggests that labeling one’s
state can reduce its impact on subsequent judgment pro-
cesses (Keltner, Locke, & Audrain, 1993). However, data
reported by Maner et al.,, 2005, which used the same film
clips, demonstrated that participants viewing the self-
protection clip, compared to those watching the control
clip, experienced appreciable higher levels of fear and
exhibited greater cognitive biases consistent with a self-
protective motivational state. Both film clips were
between seven and seven-and-a-half minutes in length.
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The overall design of this study was a 2 (film clip: fear
versus control) x2 (judgment: positive versus negative
events) mixed design.

Measures

As in Study 1, Weinstein’s (1980) Optimism scale was
used to assess (1) perceived likelihood of positive out-
comes; (2) perceived likelihood of negative outcomes; (3)
perceived utility of positive outcomes; (4) perceived util-
ity of negative outcomes (all o’s>.75). Participants com-
pleted these measures immediately after viewing their
assigned film clip.

Results

Two mixed design Analyses of Covariance (ANCO-
VAs) assessed effects of the experimental manipulation
on judgments of positive versus negative events, which
were included as repeated measures. The first analysis
was conducted on judgments of likelihood; the second
was conducted on judgments of utility. For these analy-
ses, perceived likelihood and utility of positive outcomes
were reversed scored to reflect the direction that would
be consistent with fear-induced biases (i.e., lower per-
ceived likelihood and utility of positive outcomes). As in
the previous studies, participant sex was included as a
covariate.

For judgments of likelihood, results indicated a sig-
nificant main effect of the fear manipulation,
F(1,106)=543, p=.02, a main effect of outcome
valence, F(1,106)=35.37, p<.001, and a significant two-
way interaction between the fear manipulation and out-
come valence, F(1,106)=4.05, p<.05 (see Fig.1).
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Fig. 1. An experimental fear induction procedure enhanced judgments of the likelihood and utility of potential negative outcomes, but did not signifi-

cantly influence evaluations of potential positive outcomes.
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Planned contrasts indicated that the fear manipulation
appreciably increased the perceived likelihood of nega-
tive outcomes, F(1,106)=9.82, p=.002, d=.60, but did
not affect the perceived likelihood of positive outcomes,
F<1.

A similar analysis was conducted to assess effects on
utility judgments. Results indicated only a significant
main effect of outcome valence, F(1,107)=210.07,
p<.001. Although the predicted two-way interaction
between fear and outcome valence only approached sig-
nificance, F(1,107) =3.03, p <.10, planned contrasts were
conducted to test the predicted pattern of outcome judg-
ments. These tests indicated that, consistent with the
motivationally selective judgment hypothesis, the fear
manipulation appreciably increased judgments of the
utility of negative outcomes, F(1,107)=4.11, p<.05,
d =40, but did not affect judgments of the utility of pos-
itive outcomes, F<1 (see Fig. 1).

Discussion

The results of Study 3 provide evidence that a self-
protective orientation, induced through the transient
experience of fear, shaped the manner in which people
judged potential outcomes. These results also provide
evidence supporting the motivationally selective judg-
ment hypothesis. In particular, the fear manipulation
increased negative likelihood judgments, whereas posi-
tive likelihood judgments were unaffected. Although the
results were relatively weaker for judgments of utility (in
that the predicted interaction only approached signifi-
cance), the overall pattern was similar: whereas the fear
manipulation increased judgments of the utility of nega-
tive events, no such effect was observed for positive
events. The overall pattern of findings, therefore, pro-
vides moderate support for the prediction that self-pro-
tective motivation (and its allied affective state of fear)
exhibits selective effects on event judgments, such that
effects are observed primarily for judgments of negative
events, rather than positive events.

General discussion

The current research adds to a growing literature sug-
gesting that top-down psychological factors such as
goals, emotions, and other drive states can profoundly
influence judgment and decision-making. Findings from
these studies suggest that fear and curiosity—fundamen-
tal motivational orientations associated with avoidance
and approach—are linked to the manner in which peo-
ple judge decision outcomes and future events. Curiosity
has been conceptualized as a motivational orientation
reflecting a pronounced desire to approach opportuni-
ties for attaining desired information and experiences
(Loewenstein, 1994). Consistent with this view, curiosity

was associated with judgments that could promote
exploration and risk-seeking. Fear, in contrast, signals
the presence of danger and leads people to process infor-
mation so as to facilitate avoidance of risk and protec-
tion from harm (Ohman & Mineka, 2001). Consistent
with this avoidance orientation, fear was linked to judg-
ments that could promote risk-avoidance. These judg-
ments, therefore, fit with a functionalist perspective and
are consistent with the basic approach versus avoidance
orientations associated with curiosity and fear.

Moreover, the current research also provides novel
evidence suggesting that the links between particular
motivational orientations and outcome judgments may
be selective; i.e., they differentiate between positive out-
comes and negative outcomes. Across these studies, curi-
osity was associated primarily with heightened
perceptions of positive outcomes, whereas fear was asso-
ciated primarily with heightened perceptions of negative
outcomes. In contrast, relatively weaker links were
observed between curiosity and negative outcomes and
between fear and positive outcomes. The specificity of
these links was observed for both perceptions of utility
and likelihood, consistent with evidence that perceptions
of likelihood and utility are often linked (Keren & Tei-
gen, 2001). Thus, findings from these studies converge on
a pattern suggesting that the links between particular
motivational orientations and positive and negative out-
come judgments are selective, such that these links
exhibit relative differences in magnitude. (We would not,
however, go so far as to conclude that there are no links
between approach-focused motives and judgments of
negative outcomes, or between avoidance-focused
motives and judgments of positive outcomes. Such null
findings carry intrinsic interpretational difficulties.)

The current research fits with a number of other con-
ceptual frameworks that have been used to explain judg-
ment and decision-making processes. The current
evidence for motivational specificity, for example, is con-
sistent with theories of motivation and selective cogni-
tion (e.g., Maner et al., 2003, 2005). Such theories suggest
that specific motives lead goal-relevant aspects of the
environment to receive preferential processing, while
other aspects of the environment are processed less
intently. The current findings are also consistent with
theories of “regulatory fit.” These theories imply that
when making decisions, individuals with a self-regula-
tory stance aimed at avoiding costs make decisions
based primarily on negative outcomes, whereas individu-
als who regulate their behavior in terms of approaching
desired opportunities consequently make decisions pri-
marily on the basis of positive outcomes (e.g., Higgins,
2000; Idson et al., 2004).

The current research may also fit within a priming
framework. Particular motivational orientations may be
associated with increased psychological accessibility of
goal-consistent concepts and beliefs. For example, fear
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may be linked to heightened accessibility of potential
threat (Barlow, 2002), thereby facilitating pessimistic
outcome judgments. The optimistic and pessimistic judg-
ment tendencies observed in the current studies may par-
tially reflect the increased accessibility of particular
beliefs associated with the presence of threat or opportu-
nity in the environment (see Lerner & Gonzalez, 2005;
Schwarz & Clore, 1983).

The current studies also may be consistent with
appraisal theories (Lazarus, 1991; Lerner & Keltner,
2001; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985), which imply that partic-
ular judgment tendencies are linked to appraisal dimen-
sions such as certainty and control. For example, fear is
associated with appraisals of uncertainty and lack of
control, which tend to promote judgments aimed at
reducing risk and uncertainty. Results of the current
investigation seem consistent with this appraisal formu-
lation. It is not as clear that curiosity fits as easily within
an appraisal framework, however, because curiosity has
been conceptualized as arising from a state of uncer-
tainty (e.g., a lack of knowledge) and therefore curiosity
might be expected to promote pessimistic judgments
aimed at facilitating risk-avoidance. Instead, curiosity
appeared to be linked with more optimistic judgments,
consistent with its status as an approach-focused moti-
vational orientation.

How might one reconcile the current findings with pre-
vious studies that seem to imply that particular states can
influence both positive and negative outcomes (e.g,
Lerner & Keltner, 2001; see also DeSteno, Petty, Rucker,
Wegener, & Braverman, 2004)? The difference between the
current studies and such previous findings may rest on
whether one compares two antagonistic states (e.g., com-
paring curiosity-induced judgments to those induced by
fear) versus examining judgments associated with a single
state. For example, if fear were to increase judgments of
negative outcomes, whereas curiosity were to increase
judgments of positive outcomes, then a comparison of
fear versus curiosity would reveal differences in both posi-
tive and negative outcomes, possibly making it seem as
though both fear and curiosity had influenced judgments
of both positive and negative outcomes. In contrast, evi-
dence for selectivity may be observed most clearly when a
particular state is compared to a neutral state, for exam-
ple, as fear was in the current research (see Study 3).
Future research might explore further the potential differ-
ences produced by these two empirical approaches.

Limitations, implications, and future directions

There are several limitations to the current studies
that provide useful opportunities for future research.

3 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this pos-
sibility.

One limitation pertains to the primary empirical focus
on motivational orientations that were chronic or dispo-
sitional, as opposed to transient. Many theories of moti-
vation imply that dispositional motives and transient
motives possess similar structural properties and are
associated with similar cognitive and behavioral conse-
quences (e.g., Carver & White, 1994; Higgins, 2000;
Maner et al., 2005) and some previous studies of judg-
ment and decision-making have examined dispositional
and transient motivational factors with equivalent
results (e.g., Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001). Nevertheless,
a focus on dispositional motivation precludes strong
tests of causality. In this respect, the current results
involving fear were relatively stronger than those per-
taining to curiosity. The current studies showed that
both dispositional fear and experimentally induced fear
exhibited similar associations with negative outcome
judgments. However, because we did not manipulate the
transient experience of curiosity, we were unable to pro-
vide evidence of curiosity’s causal effects. This empirical
step remains for future research.

Another limitation involves the fact that the current
studies required participants to judge both positive and
negative outcomes, so that these judgments could be
directly compared. This is not to say, however, that when
making decisions individuals naturally focus their atten-
tion to an equivalent degree on positive versus negative
outcomes. For example, given a risky choice, some indi-
viduals may attend to potential gains while ignoring
potential costs. The current methods cannot directly
address the degree to which individuals differentially
attend to positive versus negative outcomes. This differ-
ence in attentional focus, therefore, leaves some interest-
ing and as of yet unexplored questions for further
research.

A third limitation involves the specific motivational
orientations under investigation in the current studies.
We focused on fear and curiosity because they are asso-
ciated with clear approach and avoidance goals, and
therefore were good candidates for examining approach-
and avoidance-oriented judgment tendencies. These
motivational orientations, however, are but two of the
many motivational factors that may guide judgment
processes. While the judgment tendencies observed in the
current research could generalize to other motivational
systems, further research is clearly needed to specify the
extent to which other motivations may functionally and
selectively guide judgment and decision-making pro-
cesses.

Despite these limitations, the current research has
potentially important implications for understanding moti-
vational and affective processes associated with judgment
and decision-making. The present studies supplement a
growing body of research aimed at understanding the
underlying processes through which motivation and
emotion guide judgment and choice. The current research
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provides evidence that particular motivational orientations
are linked—functionally and selectively—to the manner in
which people judge decision outcomes and future events.
The current research suggests the utility of considering
independently, the effects of top-down factors on subjective
judgments of desirable versus undesirable outcomes.

The current research also has broader implications
for the integration of functionalist theories of motiva-
tion and cognition with theories of judgment and deci-
sion-making. These findings suggest the utility of a
motivational approach to decision-making and are con-
sistent with other theories positing adaptive motiva-
tional influences on judgment and choice (e.g., Fessler
et al., 2004; Ketelaar & Au, 2003;Maner, DeWall, Bau-
meister, & Schaller, in press-b; Maner, Gailliot, &
DeWall, in press-a). The current studies go beyond evi-
dence simply for adaptive relationships among motiva-
tion, affect, and judgment; these studies suggest that such
relationships can be highly selective, as well. Hence, these
findings supplement current lines of research seeking to
integrate theories of motivation and selective cognition
with research on judgment and choice.

Conclusion

Although behavioral scientists have long been inter-
ested in the experience of specific types of motivation and
affect, only recently have researchers begun to emphasize
the importance of these factors in judgment and decision-
making. The present studies add to this body of research
by clarifying the manner in which specific motivational
orientations might guide judgment processes. At a
broader theoretical level, the current research adds to a
growing literature suggesting that selective patterns of
higher-order cognition are shaped by fundamental
motives designed to help people navigate the opportuni-
ties, challenges, and choices present in everyday life.
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