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Affec t  amd th e Perceptio n o f  Ris k 

Amos Tversky and Eric J, Johnson 
Stanfor d Universit y 

As cognitiv e scientist s tur n thei r  attentio n t o 
emotion ,  the y fac e th e tas k o f  integratin g affec t  int o 
model s o f  cognition .  Th e perceptio n o f  risk s seem s 
an idea l  are a t o examin e th e relationshi p betwee n cog -
nitiv e an d affectiv e processes .  When w e witnes s a n 
accident ,  o r  rea d a  newspape r  stor y abou t  a  natura l 
disaster ,  w e d o mor e tha n simpl y revis e ou r  subjectiv e 
probabilities .  We ar e ofte n quit e disturbe d an d shake n 
by suc h events .  Ou r  encounter s wit h ris k ar e inevitabl y 
connecte d wit h feelings ,  includin g thos e o f  surprise , 
dismay ,  an d worry . 

Previou s wor k i n ris k perceptio n ha s concentrate d 
on th e cognitiv e domain .  Lichtenstei n e t  al .  (1978) , 
fo r  exampl e hav e aske d peopl e t o estimat e th e frequenc y 
of  deat h du e t o variou s causes .  The y argu e tha t  th e 
availabilit y  o f  instance s i n memor y help s determin e 
thes e perceive d frequencies .  Thus ,  homicid e i s see n a s 
much mor e common tha n suicide ,  althoug h actuall y th e 
revers e i s true .  Cause s o f  deat h whic h ar e spectacula r 
and th e subjec t  o f  medi a coverag e appea r  t o b e overest -
imate d whil e mor e mundan e cause s ar e underestimated . 

We conducte d thre e studie s usin g a n experimenta l 
paradig m simila r  t o th e on e use d b y Lichtenstei n e t  al . 
Befor e the y mad e thei r  estimates ,  however ,  subject s rea d 
a newspaper-lik e accoun t  o f  th e deat h o f  a  singl e in -
dividua l  unde r  th e guis e o f  a  newspape r  reportin g study . 
Thes e stories ,  althoug h quit e graphic ,  wer e relativel y 
devoi d o f  information .  The y were ,  however ,  effectiv e 
i n changin g mood ,  causin g reader s t o repor t  the y fel t 
much mor e depresse d tha n a  contro l  grou p whic h ha d no t 
rea d th e stories .  Later ,  i n a n apparentl y unrelate d 
questionnaire ,  thes e subject s wer e aske d t o estimat e th e 
frequenc y o f  deat h du e t o variou s causes .  Th e cause s 
of  deat h range d fro m thos e closel y relate d t o th e topi c 
of  th e story ,  suc h a s stomac h an d lun g cance r  fo r  a 
stor y abou t  leukemia ,  t o unrelate d cause s suc h a s tor -
nado s an d airplan e accidents . 

The potentia l  impac t  o f  thes e stories ,  an d thei r 
accompanyin g change s i n mood ,  represen t  a  continuum . 
At  on e en d o f  th e continuum ,  w e migh t  expec t  th e stor y 
t o hav e n o effec t  o n th e estimates .  Thi s i s th e norm -
ativel y justifie d response ,  sinc e th e storie s containe d 
no informatio n abou t  th e frequenc y o f  th e deat h i n th e 
population .  I n contrast ,  th e reade r  o f  th e stor y migh t 
generaliz e fro m th e instanc e i n th e newspaper-lik e stor y 
and increas e thei r  estimat e o f  th e frequenc y o f  tha t 
caus e o f  death .  We wil l  ter m thi s a  loca l  generaliza -
tion . 

The impac t  o f  th e stor y migh t  als o generaliz e t o 
other ,  relate d risks .  A  stor y abou t  a  leukemi a victi m 
migh t  als o rais e ou r  subjectiv e probabilit y  o f  relate d 
disease s suc h a s lun g an d stomac h cancer ,  bu t  no t  un -
relate d risk s suc h a s airplan e accidents .  Thi s gra -
dien t  generalizatio n shoul d b e closel y relate d t o th e 
similarit y o f  th e risks .  Finall y ther e i s abundan t 
evidenc e i n socia l  psycholog y (Isen ,  Shalker ,  Clark , 
and Kar p 1978 )  fo r  mor e pervasiv e Influence s o f  affect . 
We migh t  expec t  tha t  increase s i n estimate d frequenc y 
migh t  occu r  fo r  al l  risks ,  a  possiblit y w e ter m globa l 
generalization . 

I n th e firs t  tw o studie s w e examine d th e general -
izatio n o f  negativ e affec t  acros s th e responses .  De -
spit e ou r  attempt s t o provid e a  sensitiv e tes t  o f  lo -
ca l  o r  gradien t  generalization ,  bot h studie s demon -
strat e sizabl e globa l  generalization .  Reader s o f  th e 
newspape r  storie s estimate d tha t  al l  cause s o f  deat h 
wer e abou t  40 % mor e common tha n th e control .  Sinc e 
th e change s wer e unrelate d t o th e topi c o f  th e story . 

thes e dat a suggeste d tha t  th e effec t  wa s du e t o mood in -
duced ,  an d tha t  th e ba d mood s wer e mor e tha n unpleasan t 
states .  I n addition ,  the y ha d pervasiv e influence s o n 
an importan t  clas s o f  risk-relate d judgments . 

I n th e thir d experiment ,  w e broadene d th e estimate s 
we requeste d t o includ e item s no t  relate d t o eithe r  deat h 
or  risk .  Fo r  example ,  subject s wer e aske d t o repor t  th e 
frequenc y o f  bankruptc y an d divorce .  Eve n wit h thes e 
widel y divergen t  estimates ,  w e hav e foun d stron g globa l 
generalizatio n o f  affect ,  wit h n o evidenc e fo r  eithe r 
loca l  o r  gradien t  generalization .  We als o include d a 
conditio n whic h rea d a n additiona l  newspape r  stor y fre e 
of  ris k relate d content ,  bu t  whic h describe d a  serie s 
of  negativ e event s whic h occurre d t o th e mai n character . 
Sinc e th e stor y mad e n o referenc e t o ris k o r  death ,  it s 
principl e effec t  wa s th e negativ e moo d i t  induce d i n 
th e reader .  Thi s depressin g stor y resulte d i n a  patter n 
of  result s almos t  identica l  t o thos e induce d b y th e 
risk-relate d newspape r  stories . 

Thes e data ,  viewe d a s a  whole ,  demonstrat e tha t 
affec t  ca n hav e a  larg e an d pervasiv e influenc e o n on e 
importan t  clas s o f  judgments ,  estimate s o f  th e fre -
quenc y o f  risk-relate d event s i n th e population .  S o 
fa r  w e hav e foun d n o indicatio n o f  a  connectio n betwee n 
th e informatio n containe d i n a  stor y an d it s impac t  o n 
th e estimate d frequenc y o f  death.  Th e overridin g facto r 
i n thes e increase s doe s no t  appea r  t o b e th e stor y told , 
but  rathe r  th e moo d o r  affec t  stat e i t  convey s t o th e 
reader .  Thes e effect s ar e no t  limite d t o area s o f  death , 
but  hav e bee n show n fo r  estimate s o f  non-fata l  hazard s 
and lifestyl e threatenin g risk s suc h a s divorc e an d 
bankruptcy . 

Any mode l  o f  affec t  mus t  accoun t  fo r  tw o importan t 
aspect s o f  thi s phenomenon :  (1 )  Inductio n o f  a  neg -
ativ e moo d alon e i s sufficien t  t o chang e estimates , 
and (2 )  th e siz e o f  th e chang e i s unrelate d t o th e 
semanti c similarity ,  eithe r  amon g th e estimate s them -
selves ,  o r  betwee n th e caus e o f  th e moo d an d th e 
estimates . 
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