
www.ssoar.info

Mood effects on interpersonal preferences:
evidence for motivated processing strategies
Forgas, Joseph P.

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Forschungsbericht / research report

Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
GESIS - Leibniz-Institut für Sozialwissenschaften

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Forgas, J. P. (1991). Mood effects on interpersonal preferences: evidence for motivated processing strategies.
(ZUMA-Arbeitsbericht, 1991/03). Mannheim: Zentrum für Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen -ZUMA-. https://nbn-
resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-68867

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-68867
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-68867


Mood E ffe c ts  On Inte rpe rson al Preferences: 
Evidence For M otivated Processing Strateg ies

Joseph P. Forgas

Z U M A - A r b e i t s b e r i c h t  N r .  91/03

Zent r um f ü r  U m f r a g s n ,  Methoden und 
A n a l y s e n  e . V .  (ZUMA)
P o s t  f a ch  12 21 55 
6800 Mannheim 1



Seit Juli 1983 sind die ZÜMA-Arbeitsberichte 
in zwei Reihen aufgeteilt:
Die ZÜMA-Arbei tsber ichte {neue Folge) haben 
eine hausinterne Begutachtung durchlaufen und 
werden vom Geschäftsführenden Direktor zusam
men mit den übrigen Wissenschaftlichen Lei
tern herausgegeben. Die Berichte dieser Reihe 
sind zur allgemeinen Weitergabe nach außen 
bestimmt.
Die ZUMA-Technischen Berichte dienen zur 
hausinternen Kommunikation bzw. zur Unter
richtung externer Kooperationspartner. Sie 
sind nicht zur allgemeinen Weitergabe b e 
stimmt.



MOOD EFFECTS ON INTERPERSONAL PREFERENCES: 

EVIDENCE FOR MOTIVATED PROCESSING STRATEGIES

Joseph P. Forgas 

University of New South Wales 

Sydney, Australia

Running head: Interpersonal preferences

Support for this research by the Australian Research Council, the German Research 

Foundation (DFG), and ZUMA, Mannheim, Germany, is gratefully acknowledged. Requests for 

reprints should be sent to Joseph P. Forgas, School of Psychology, University of New South Wales, 

P.O. Box 1, Kensington 2033, Sydney, Australia; email: forgas@mathvax.maths.unsw.oz.au

mailto:forgas@mathvax.maths.unsw.oz.au


Abstract

Are interpersonal choices influenced by mood? Three experiments found that information 

search and decision strategies when selecting a partner are significantly influenced by feeling state 

and the personal relevance of the task. Personal choices by dysphoric subjects in particular were 

based on ’motivated processing strategies’, looking for, remembering and using more effectively 

information about rewarding personal characteristics in a future partner. In Experiment 1 (N=60), 

sad subjects preferred rewarding to competent partners, and remembered better information 

supporting that choice. In Experiment 2 (N=96), motivated processing led to information selectivity, 

greater decision speed, and a distinct processing strategy. Experiment 3 (N=42) used computerized 

stimulus presentation, and found that sad subjects selectively chose and looked at interpersonal 

information, remembered it better, and were faster in choosing a rewarding partner. The results are 

interpreted as evidence for motivated mood-repair strategies in interpersonal choices. The 

implications of the findings for research on interpersonal relations, and for contemporary affect- 

cognition theories are discussed.
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Are people’s interpersonal preferences motivated by mood? In both our private and working 

lives, we are often faced with the task of making preference choices about people. Selecting a work 

partner, deciding who to sit next to at lunch today, who to approach at a cocktail party, who to 

invite to a dinner party, or who to approach for advice on a personal matter are examples of such 

person preference tasks. This series of experiments explores the motivational role of temporary 

mood states in interpersonal choices, and the information processing strategies used by people in 

such decisions. Motivated processing is defined as involving directed search strategies and selective 

attention focus on information that is diagnostic of potentially rewarding outcomes, and consequent 

biases in choice outcomes as well as recall memory.

Interpersonal preferences

Interpersonal choice is a central feature of every social relationship, at every level from 

unilateral awareness to enduring intimacy (Levinger & Snoek, 1972). The decision of whether to 

engage in an interaction with a partner is one of the most common, yet complex and demanding 

tasks, and most social relationships by definition involve recurring positive partner choices. Such 

decisions - as indeed most social judgments - usually involve highly elaborated, constructive 

cognitive processes dealing with often not directly observable personal characteristics (Heider,

1958). Choices are typically made on the basis of selective information, requiring detailed further 

inference and interpretations. There is now growing recent evidence that affect can play an 

important role in the way information about another person is attended to, selected, interpreted, 

learned, remembered and evaluated (Bower, 1981; 1990; Clore & Parrott, Fiedler, 1990; 1990; 

Forgas, 1990; Forgas & Bower, 1987; Forgas, Bower & Krantz, 1984; Isen, 1984; Schwarz & Bless, 

1990). Clinical research also suggests that enduring affective states, such as depression, have a 

marked influence on interpersonal judgments and decision-making. Depressed people are more 

sensitive to risks (Pietromonaco & Rook, 1987), are more negative in their social judgments (Roth 

& Rehm, 1980) and tend to make more cautious, conservative choices than do non-depressives 

(Weary & Williams, 1990). However, little work has been done to date on the role of emotional 

states in interpersonal preferences, and the role of motivational factors in such choices in 

particular.
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Of course, the role of affect in interpersonal behaviour has been recognized for some tune. 

Among others, Schachter (1959) and Samoff & Zimbardo (1961) showed that feelings play a major 

role in affiliative choices, even in superficial, surface contact relationships (Levinger & Snoek,

1972). Preference for partners in a similar predicament may be part of a motivated strategy to 

control an aversive emotional state, and leads to greater satisfaction (Locke & Horowitz, 1990). In 

terms of Tesser’s (1986) self-evaluation maintenance model, interpersonal preferences may also 

serve to selectively improve or destroy our self-esteem. Despite extensive recent interest in social 

cognition, the cognitive processes involved in such motivated choices received little attention to

Motivated choice strategies

Current explanations of social judgmental processes are typically based on models of 

information accessibility and memory assuming relatively unbiased, unmotivated cognitive 

strategies by subjects (Bower, 1990; Clore & Parrott, 1990; Fiedler, 1990; Forgas & Bower, 1987; 

Isen, 1984; Schwarz & Bless, 1990). This paradigm essentially assumes ’cold’ cognition on the part 

of the perceivers where feelings, evaluations and preferences only play a role insofar as they 

become components in a cognitive representational system. The lack of attention to motivational 

forces in such judgments (Argyle, 1990), and the focus on the isolated, lonely perceiver separated 

from the social and cultural context (Forgas, 1981) may limit the applicability of these models to 

relatively atypical choices and judgments. There is a growing recognition that research on the kind 

of symmetrical, automatic and unbiased information processing implied by many contemporary 

social cognitive theories may need to be complemented by studies of realistic, motivated social 

choices (Forgas, 1990).

Indeed, there is strong cumulative evidence for the motivated character of many cognitive 

processes particularly when it comes to interpeipersonal choices (Tesser, 1986). Motivated changes 

in attitudes and self-perception were demonstrated by cognitive dissonance researchers (Wicklund 

& Frey, 1981). In the decision-making literature (cf. Janis & Mann, 1977; Mann, 1990), motivated 

strategies are assumed to play a central role in coping with decisional conflict. Mood effects on 

helping (Carlson, Charlin & Miller, 1988) and reactions to persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1990) are 

also likely to be mediated by motivational processes. In memory research, Sanitioso, Xunda & Fong
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(1990) recently found that motivational states "enhanced the accessibility of memories", and Parrott 

and Sabini (1990) suggest that motivational factors underlie the selective recall of mood- 

incongruent memories they observed. Unbiased, non-motivated information processing may well be 

the exception rather than the rule according to recent research on mood effects on social judgments 

(Forgas, 1989, 1990). Depending on social and motivational factors, mood may selectively lead to 

assimilation or contrast effects in judgments (Diener, 1990; Martin, Seta & Crelia, 1990; Schwarz & 

Bless, 1990; Strack, Martin & Schwarz, 1988).

It is likely that realistic and personally relevant choices, such as decisions about interpersonal 

preferences, frequently involve motivated information processing strategies, where judges may 

selectively look for and find information that supports an already established preference; in a sense, 

preferences come to guide inferences (Zajonc, 1980). Since other people are perhaps the single 

major source of rewards - and occasionally, also of punishments! - for most of us (Argyle, 1986), 

interpersonal preferences clearly have a major impact on our happiness and well-being.

Interpersonal choices are thus quite likely to involve a motivational element, as classic studies by 

Schachter (1959) and others suggest.

There are several reasons leading us to expect that negative moods are more likely to lead to 

motivated interpersonal choices than positive moods. In terms of a mood maintenance model 

(Clark & Isen, 1982), people in a positive mood should find cognitive tasks aversive, leading them 

to avoid or simplify problems and use less effortful decision strategies whenever possible (Isen &. 

Means, 1983). Negative mood, in contrast, should motivate people to actively look for information 

helpful to controlling or eliminating an aversive state. Mood-as-information models have similar 

implications (Clore & Parrott, 1990; Schwarz & Bless, 1990). In these terms, negative mood can be 

thought of as a generic signal of a potentially problematic or threatening situation (Frijda, 1986; 

Schwarz & Bless, 1990), informing the individual that particularly careful, effortful and focussed 

information processing strategies are required.

Predictions

What are the cognitive consequences of such motivated choice strategies? These experiments 

were designed to explore how mood-induced motivated processing functions in personally relevant 

interpersonal choices. We expected that people in negative moods making a personally relevant
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choice would be most likely to employ motivated choice strategies in search for potentially 

rewarding outcomes. In these studies, we asked subjects to choose a partner from several available 

candidates either for themselves (personally relevant condition), or for somebody else (personally 

irrelevant condition), while experiencing positive, neutral or negative mood, induced in a prior, and 

ostensibly unrelated study. We expected motivated processing strategies to be adopted by dysphoric 

subjects when making a personally relevant choice.

Specifically, it was hypothesized that motivated processing involves (a) the selective search 

for information about the interpersonal qualities of potential partners, (b) longer self-selected 

exposure to, and better learning of such details, (c) the superior recall of information relevant to 

the motivational goals, (d) the use of a global impression formation strategy rather than a 

systematic comparison-by-features strategy when selecting partners, and (e) overall faster and more 

efficient choices due to the directed search strategies employed.

Experiment X.

Experiment 1 was designed as an initial investigation of mood effects on interpersonal 

preferences and the judgmental strategies used. Previous research of mood effects on complex 

decisions found either no qualitative differences in the choices made (Isen & Means, 1983), or 

showed somewhat inconsistent, context-specific results (Forgas, 1989). This experiment sought to 

explore (a) whether short-term mood states exert a significant and motivational influence on 

interpersonal preferences, and (b) to evaluate whether memory for partner characteristics is indeed 

biased due to the hypothesized selective attention to information about rewarding personal 

qualities, as implied by the use of motivated processing strategies. Subjects in a happy, control or 

sad mood were provided with information about four potential partners, and were asked to select 

one partner either for themselves (personally relevant condition), or for somebody else (irrelevant 

condition). The outcome of their choices, as well as their memory for the details of the targets were 

assessed, in order to establish the role of mood and motivated processing strategies in such 

preference choices.

Method
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Subjects and design. Subjects were 60 undergraduate students who participated in the study as 

part of their coursework requirements. Equal numbers of males and females were included in each 

of the three mood conditions. As no sex differences were found, data for males and females were 

combined. The study is based on a 3x2 between subjects design, with mood (happy, control, sad) 

and personal relevance (high, low) as the independent variables.

Stimulus materials. Four realistic target descriptions, each consisting of 12 short sentences 

were constructed. The first and the last statement were affectively neutral (e.g. ’John lives in an 

apartment’). Of the remaining ten statements, five contained information about the target’s socio- 

emotional, interpersonal qualities (e.g. friendliness, popularity; ’John has many friends’) and five 

statements contained information about task competence (e.g. skill, intelligence; ’John usually does 

well on his examsy’). To make the characters realistic and plausible, each character contained 

either positive interpersonal and negative task characteristics (a likeable but incompetent person), 

or the reverse (a dislikeable but competent character). Two parallel character description sets were 

constructed, and descriptions in the matched sets were identical in all respects, except for the 

substitution of one word, changing the valence of the statement (for example, ’good’ for ’bad’, 

’intelligent’ for ’unintelligent’, etc.). The two sets occurred with the same frequency within each 

mood condition, and were randomly assigned to individual subjects.

Mood manipulation and procedure. Subjects were tested in small groups of 2-4 people, and 

were told that two brief but unrelated experiments will be conducted during a one-hour session by 

two experimenters, in order to save subject time. The first experiment (in reality, the mood 

manipulation stage) was introduced as a test of verbal abilities. Subjects had 5 minutes to complete 

a series of 33 sentences, of the kind "Car is to road as train is to ... ", with four multiple-choice 

answer alternatives provided. The sentences ranged from the easy to the difficult, with the last eight 

questions, although plausible, having no determinate answers (e.g. "Bread is to butter as river is to 

..." ) . An earlier pilot study established that on the average, 19 questions are completed in 5 

minutes, with everyone completing at least 13 questions in that time (cf. Forgas, 1989).

Mood was manipulated through the instructions and feedback provided to subjects about their 

above average or below average performance, in a modification of a previously successfully 

developed and used technique (cf. Forgas & Bower, 1987; Forgas, Bower & Moylan, in press). All
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instructions and feedback information was provided in writing, allowing a high level of 

standardization of the mood manipulation procedure. In the negative condition, the cover sheet to 

the test informed subjects that "most people find these questions quite easy and complete all items 

in the available time”. In the positive condition subjects were instructed that "most people find 

these questions increasingly difficult and rarely complete more than 10 items in the available time". 

The control group were told that they "should try to complete as many questions as they can, 

without worrying about difficult or confusing items that may need to be revised”. After the S minute 

interval allowed for completing the questionnaire, subjects were given a scoring sheet which showed 

the ’correct’ answers, as well as bogus performance standards validated for "this group of subjects". 

For the positive mood group, performance between 7-13 correct answers was described as ’average’, 

and over 13 correct answers was described as "above average - your verbal skills are well above 

average on this task according to the validation standards". For the negative mood group average 

performance was defined as 27-30 correct answers, and more than 30 questions were described as 

above average. Performance below 27 questions was described as "below average - your verbal 

skills are below the average on this task according to the validation standards". As all subjects in 

fact performed within the predicted 14-25 range, those in the positive condition all received above 

average marks and positive feedback, and those in the negative mood condition below average 

marks and negative feedback. In the control condition subjects were simply thanked for their help 

and told that their responses will be helpful in revising the test. This part of the procedure was 

concluded by the administration of a ’post-experimental questionnaire’ (in fact, a mood validation 

measure), asking subjects to rate how they felt on three 7-point scales (happy-sad, good-bad, 

satisfied-dissatisfied) embedded among a number of other distractor items. Finally, subjects were 

thanked for their help and the first experimenter left the room.

A second experimenter then entered and introduced the preference task as a study in 

problem solving. Subjects were told that for this task, they will have to work closely together with 

another person as a team, and it was therefore particularly important that subjects should choose 

their partners from among four people currently present in the department, and who volunteered to 

help out with the study. Each of the available partners will be described in a brief "personal profile", 

based on evaluations of that person by friends, acquaintances and colleagues. In the personally 

relevant condition, subjects were instructed to select the most suitable partner for themselves; in
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the personally irrelevant condition, they were told that "because of difficulties in scheduling, we 

decided to ask each student to select a partner for the person in the next experimental session".

Subjects were then provided with the four sheets of paper, in random order, each containing 

the description of a potential partner. They were instructed to select the most suitable partner on 

the basis of the information available from the files. They were allowed ten minutes to complete 

this task, which was sufficient in all cases to select a partner. Subjects were next asked to answer a 

questionnaire (in reality, a filler task) before their free-recall memory for the target characters was 

assessed. They were given four blank sheets of paper, and asked to "write down, as accurately as 

possible, the description of each of the people you have read about. Try to remember the 

descriptions word for word, but if you cannot remember exactly, do the best you can". Ten minutes 

were allowed to complete this task.

Debriefing. An extensive debriefing concluded the procedure, designed to eliminate the 

residual effects of the mood induction. Care was taken to explain the aims and rationale of the 

project in a friendly and informal atmosphere, and the possible perseverance of false feedback 

manipulations was explained (cf. Ross, Lepper & Hubbard, 1975). All subjects accepted and 

understood the rationale for the procedure and no evidence of residual negative effects was 

detected. The debriefing also established that the mood manipulation procedure was accepted at 

face value by all subjects, and none of the subjects assumed a link between the mood manipulation 

and the decision task.

Results and discussion

Mood manipulation check. Analyses of variance of the combined mood self-ratings scores 

indicated significant mood differences between the happy (X=2.52), control (X-3.56) and sad 

(X=4.74) groups in the predicted direction, F(2,57)=11.35; p <  .01, confirming that the mood 

manipulation was effective in inducing significantly different mood states.

Interpersonal preferences. Subjects’ preference for partners with good task, or good 

interpersonal qualities was first analyzed. Results showed a significant mood main effect, with a 

higher proportion of happy subjects selecting task-competent partners (55%), than was the case for 

control (48%) or dysphoric subjects (42%), who apparently preferred interpersonally rewarding
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partners more, F(2,57)=8.92; p<  .01. The significant interaction of mood and the personal 

relevance of the choice further underscores this effect, F(2,54)=15.01; p <  .01. It seems that 

dysphoric subjects strongly preferred potentially rewarding, socially skilled partners when making a 

choice for themselves (67%), but not necessarily for others (49%). In contrast, happy subjects 

preferred competent rather than socially skilled partners both for themselves (57%) as well as 

others (53%), consistent with the requirements of a ’cooperative task’.

This finding offers important empirical evidence for mood effects on the outcome of 

interpersonal preference choices, due to the operation of mood repair strategies (Clark & Isen,

1982). Previous work on mood effects on hypothetical decision-making failed to found conclusive 

evidence for mood effects on such outcomes (Isen & Means, 1983), probably due to hypothetical 

decision context used (e.g. choice between fictitious cars) and the lack of personal involvement in 

the outcome. These results suggest that in interpersonal choices with a personally relevant outcome 

mood is likely to bias people’s preferences. The current results also suggests that, consistent with 

Schachter’s (1959) work over thirty years ago, mood effects on interpersonal choices are probably 

mediated by motivational factors. The preference for potentially rewarding instead of task- 

competent partners, despite the requirements of the situation, is consistent with dysphoric subjects 

applying a motivated processing strategy in their preferences, presumably involving the selective 

search for, and greater attention to, information about potentially rewarding personal qualities.

Such a strategy should ultimately result in better memory for such details, the hypothesis we 

examined next.

Memory fo r task vs, interpersonal information. If dysphoric subjects indeed selectively search 

for information about the rewarding qualities of potential partners, this processing strategy should 

have as one of its consequences the better recall of such information. In contrast, happy subjects 

relying on non-motivated, unbiased processing strategies should show no such thematic bias in their 

recall of information.

Each information unit recalled about details of the target characters was scored on a 0-3 scale 

(ranging from incorrect recall to perfect recall) by two independent raters who achieved an inter

rater reliability of .792. Results, based on the average of the two ratings, showed that there was a 

significant overall mood main effect on memory: happy subjects overall correctly recalled a higher
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proportion of the original information (49%) than did control (45%) or negative mood (38%) 

subjects, F(l,57)=4.93; p<  .05. The personal relevance of the choice also influenced memory, with 

significantly better recall when the choice was personally relevant (47%) than when it was made for 

somebody else (41%), F(l,58)=11.52; p<  .01. We also found some evidence for a mood-congruent 

memory bias: happy subjects recalled relatively more positive (54%) than negative (44%) details, 

and sad subjects remembered more negative (41 %) than positive information (35 %) about the 

target characters, F(2,54)=7.03; p <  .01. This pattern of mood-congruent memory is consistait with 

the selective and more detailed processing of mood-congruent details implied by various mood- 

priming models (cf. Bower, 1990). In previous studies when subjects’ self-exposure to such 

descriptions was accurately timed, we found that people do spend longer reading and encoding 

mood-consistent rather than inconsistent materials, with subsequent improved memory for such 

materials (Forgas & Bower, 1987).

Of greater interest for our purposes was the significant interaction between subjects’ mood, 

the relevance of the choice, and their memory for task vs. social information about the targets,

F(2,54)=21.35; p<.01. As predicted, dysphoric subjects recalled significantly more social (48%) 

rather than task information (36%), but only when the choice was personally relevant. There were 

no such memory bias for either control (46% vs. 48%) or happy (49% vs. 53%) subjects, or for any 

of the mood conditions when making a personally irrelevant choice (Figure 1). This pattern is 

consistent with the assumption that negative mood leads to motivated processing strategies where 

people selectively look for, and learn information that is relevant to mood improvement. In the 

present case, searching for a partner with positive personal qualities, and better remembering such 

details is consistent with such a strategy.

F igure 1 about here

Experiment 1 was thus successful in demonstrating that short-term mood states do have a 

significant effect on people’s interpersonal preferences, and their later recall of information about 

others. The selective recall of the social qualities of potential partners by dysphoric subjects is likely 

to be the consequence of a directed, motivated search strategy, paying particular attention to 

interpersonal rather than task-relevant information in the course of their decision processes.

However, the evidence for such processes at this point is rather indirect. Based on Experiment 1 

demonstrating significant mood effects on motivated interpersonal choices and corresponding
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memory biases, Experiments 2 and 3 were designed to obtain more direct evidence for the 

operation of motivational biases in such decisions.

Experiment 2.

Experiment 1 showed that mood does have an effect on interpersonal preferences, and that 

dysphoric subjects making a personally relevant choice do seem to selectively remember 

information about the social qualities of potential partners. Experiment 2 was designed to obtain 

more direct and detailed evidence about the order and selectivity of subjects’ information search 

strategies and the precise decision-making processes they employed, in order to demonstrate 

motivational influences on such choices. The basic design of Experiment 1, manipulating mood and 

the personal relevance of the choice was maintained. Major changes were made in three areas: 

procedure, stimulus characters, and mood manipulation. (1) A new procedure was developed, 

allowing the step-by-step monitoring and recording, and subsequent detailed analysis of the 

information search and decision-making strategies adopted by subjects as a function of their mood 

state. (2) A new and larger number of stimulus characters, containing more detailed descriptive 

information about potential partners was constructed. The use of only four targets may constrain 

the external validity of Experiment 1, as interpersonal choices may often involve considerably 

greater complexity and information overload. The observed memory biases could also be partially 

due to the differential effort subjects spent in trying to interpret and decode potentially ambiguous 

verbal descriptions that did not allow direct comparisons to be made between potential partners. In 

Experiment 2, the number of targets was increased to eight, more detailed target descriptions were 

developed to simulate realistic person preference tasks, and characteristics were presented in 

comparative terms, making across-target comparisons possible. Instead of using consistently 

likeable or dislikeable, competent or incompetent target characters - a somewhat unrealistic 

assumption - in the revised stimulus set, these qualities had to be inferred from multiple, non- 

uniform features.

(3) Experiment 2 also incorporated a revised mood manipulation procedure. It is possible 

that the false-feedback mood manipulation used in Experiment 1 may have selectively triggered 

interpersonal preference strategies which were partly due to the thoughts primed by a recent 

experience of failure, or were confounded by the direct motivational consequences of an
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achievement event, instead of mood per se. To control for this possibility, Experiment 3 employed a 

new mood induction strategy that involved no success or failure manipulation and was unlikely to 

selectively prime personally relevant information. We used the presentation of short, pre-selected 

film sequences with consistent affective consequences as mood manipulators (Forgas et al., in 

press).

Method

Overview. Following exposure to happy, control or sad films in an allegedly unrelated 

experiment, subjects were asked to chose one partner from eight potential candidates. The choice 

was either personally relevant or irrelevant to the judges. Candidates were each described in terms 

of ten features: sex, age, four characteristics pertaining to their social competence and likeability 

and four characteristics relevant to task competence. Interpersonal preferences, decision strategies 

and latencies were analyzed as a function of subjects’ mood. The study incorporates an overall 3x2 

design, with mood (happy, sad, neutral) and personal relevance (personal-impersonal) as the 

independent variables.

Subjects. Ninety-six undergraduate students (48 males and 48 females) participated in the 

study as part of their course requirements, with 32 subjects assigned to each of the three mood 

conditions. In the absence of sex differences, data for males and females were combined for all 

analyses.

Stimuli. A new set of eight stimulus characters were developed in order to more accurately 

simulate the usual complexity of interpersonal preference choices, and to contain more tangible 

and realistic information about both the likeability and the competence of the targets. The eight 

potential partners were each described in terms of ten characteristics, each printed on separate 

cards in ’personnel files’. In addition to sex and age, four characteristics had to do with task 

competence (intelligence, exam performance, performance on a project, and ratings of competence 

by a faculty member), and four characteristics described interpersonal qualities and likeability 

(scores on a test of social skills, and ratings of friendliness, likeability and popularity by peer group 

members). Sex and age information were randomly varied so that four males and four females 

between the ages of 18 and 22 were included in each file.
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A range of eight comparative values, ranging from the most desirable to the least desirable, 

were defined on each of the task and the interpersonal characteristics. Each personnel file 

contained different information, but the average rank value of characteristics within every file was 

the same. Assuming equal weighting for every feature, there was no rational basis for selecting one 

person over any other.

Mood manipulation and procedure. The overall experimental procedure was similar to that in 

Experiment 1. Subjects signed up for two ’unrelated’ studies. The first study, in fact the mood 

manipulation stage, was introduced as involving the selection of appropriate films for a later 

experiment. The films were presented on a videotape, and subjects were instructed to look at the 

tapes as they would at home. At the completion of the films, a brief questionnaire asked subjects to 

rate how they felt at the time on three seven-point bipolar scales embedded among several other 

distractor items: happy-sad, good-bad and satisfied-dissatisfied. In the positive condition the film 

contained edited scenes from a successful comedy series. In the neutral condition the film was a 

documentary about architectural design. The negative mood induction film contained edited 

scenes from a feature film dealing with a mother dying from cancer. These films were previously 

validated as effective in inducing the appropriate mood state (cf. Forgas et al.t in press). In 

addition, their efficacy was also assessed here in terms of subjects mood self-ratings following 

exposure to the films.

At the conclusion of the mood manipulation, a second experimenter introduced the 

interpersonal preference task the same way as in Experiment 1. In the personally relevant 

condition, subjects were asked to select the most suitable partner from eight candidates for 

themselves; in the personally irrelevant condition, they were told to select a partner for the person 

in the next experimental session.

Subjects were then provided with the eight ’personnel files’. The order of the files, as well as 

the order of the information cards contained within them was randomized for each subject. Subjects 

were instructed to sequentially number each of the information cards as they consulted them, and 

also to rate the usefulness of that information to them at that time on five point not at all useful (0)

- very useful (4) scales. They were told that they may look at any item of information in the folders 

as often as necessary to reach a decision. The beginning and the completion of the decisionmaking
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process for each subject was timed. This procedure to record decision-making strategies was 

previously pilot tested and found to be a feasible and reliable method for analyzing decision 

processes (cf. Forgas, 1989).

Debriefing. As in Experiment 1, an extensive debriefing concluded the procedure, designed to 

eliminate any residual effects of the mood induction. No evidence of awareness of the design and 

objectives of the study was detected.

Results and discussion

Validation o f the mood manipulation. The combined mood self-ratings were subjected to an 

analysis of variance, demonstrating significant mood differences between the happy (X=2.74), 

control (X=3.69) and sad (X=4.49) groups in the predicted direction, F(2,93)=18.13; p<.01. As in 

Experiment 1, the mood manipulation was thus effective in inducing significantly different mood 

states in subjects.

Interpersonal preferences. Subjects preference for partners who were competent or likeable 

was assessed by calculating the difference between a chosen partner’s average rank on the four task 

characteristics and average rank on the four interpersonal characteristics. This is an index of 

relative task vs. interpersonal skill, where positive values indicate greater task skills, and negative 

values greater interpersonal skills.

Results showed that there was a significant mood main effect, with dysphoric subjects overall 

preferring partners with desirable interpersonal qualities, while control and happy subjects chose 

partners with better task than interpersonal competence, F(2,93)*=8.92; pC.Ol (Figure 2). The 

significant interaction of mood and personal relevance further qualifies this effect, however 

F(2,90) = 15.01; p<  .01. It seems that dysphoric subjects strongly preferred potentially rewarding, 

skilled partners for themselves, but not necessarily for others, t(30)=15.21; p<  .01 (Figure 2), This 

finding replicates and confirms the results of experiment 1, with a more complex and realistic 

choice context, and with a different mood manipulation procedure. The combination of negative 

mood and a personally relevant choice seem to have led to a motivated decision to prefer 

rewarding partners for the self. No such differences in preference were found in either the control 

or the positive mood groups.
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F igure  2  about here .

Analysis o f the decision process. The way subjects reached their decisions could be accurately 

reconstructed from their sequential numbering, and rating of each information unit. From these 

records and for each subject, the following indices were constructed: (1) overall time taken to reach 

a decision; (2) number of steps necessary to reach a decision; (3) proportion of information units 

eliminated (not looked at); (4) rate of repetition (average number of times each unit was 

considered); (5) proportion of interpersonal minus proportion of task information looked at; (6) 

the average usefulness rating of interpersonal information minus average usefulness rating of task 

information; (7) average number of consecutive steps within the same target character (high values 

indicate an impression formation strategy, dealing with all features of a single character before 

progressing to the next one); and (8) average number of consecutive steps within one information 

category (high values indicate a strategy of comparing targets in terms of a single feature).

Clearly these indices may not be mutually independent from each other. In order to construct 

a smaller set of non-redundant measures of decision strategy, an overall factoranalysis of these 

measures across all subjects was carried out, specifying the oblique rotation of all factors with 

Eigenvalues > 1.0. A three-factor solution, accounting for 64.7% of the variance represented the 

best combination of these measures, with inter-factor correlations no greater than .20.

The first factor was labelled decision speed, and seemed to measure the speed and ease of the 

decision-making process. This factor was marked by the following measures: number of steps 

required to reach a decision (.61), average repetition rate (-.54), time taken to reach a decision 

(.52), and proportion of items not considered (.49).

The second factor was labelled information bias, indicating a subject’s tendency to 

preferentially look for task, or interpersonal information. This factor was marked by two measures: 

average usefulness rating for interpersonal over task information (.63), and average proportion of 

interpersonal over task information considered (.57). The third factor was labelled choice strategy, 

indicating a judge’s tendency to make across-person or across-features comparisons in making a 

choice. This factor was marked by two indices: average number of consecutive steps within the 

same person (-.58); and average number of consecutive steps within the same information category
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On the basis of the factoranalysis, three new combined and non-red un dant dependent 

variables were constructed from the linear combination of the standardized original measures using 

the factor score coefficients as weighting factors. These three new combined dependent measures, 

decision speed, information bias and choice strategy were then subjected to a series of analyses of 

variance assessing the effects of mood and personal relevance on decisions.

Decision speed. Mood had a significant main effect on this variable, F(2,93)=5.24; p<  .01, with 

happy subjects reaching a decision significantly faster, in fewer steps, with fewer repetitions and 

with fewer information units considered than did sad or control subjects (see Figure 3). A 

significant interaction between mood and the personal relevance of the task, F(2,90)=7.68; p<  .01 

qualifies this result. In a happy mood subjects were relatively more efficient in reaching an 

impersonal rather than a personal decision, t(30) =7.97; p<  .01. This pattern was reversed in 

negative moods, when subjects took relatively less time to find a partner for themselves than for 

others, t(30)=14.36; p<  .01. This non-obvious effect is consistent with our expectation that if 

subjects adopt a motivated processing strategy in negative moods, the resulting directed, selective 

information processing should lead to faster and more efficient decisions. Consistent with our 

predictions, only self-relevant decisions should trigger motivated processing, and the benefits of 

such a directed process should apply only to self-relevant but not to personally unimportant 

decisions.

F igure  3  about h ere .

Information bias. Were sad subjects more motivated to selectively look for interpersonal 

qualities in making their choices? In terms the proportion of interpersonal versus task information 

consulted, and their relative usefulness rating, the answer seems to be ’yes’ (Figure 4). Results 

showed that negative mood led to a significant relative preference for interpersonal information, 

F(2,93)=6.98; p<  .01. The interaction of mood and personal relevance also showed, however, that 

this difference was largely due to dysphoric subjects paying disproportionate attention to 

interpersonal qualities when choosing a partner for themselves, rather than others, F(2,90)=7.23; 

p<  .01. It appears that dysphoric subjects selectively looked at, and rated as more useful, 

interpersonal rather task information about potential partners. This selective information bias, not 

evident in either the control or the positive mood groups, is consistent with the notion of sad
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subjects engaging in motivated decision strategies in attempting to make a rewarding partner 

choice. Selective information search strategies are thus at least partly responsible for the biased 

interpersonal preference choices demonstrated above.

F igure 4  about h ex e .

Choice strategies. Did subjects’ mood predispose them towards a particular strategy in making 

their choice? In selecting a partner, they could either consecutively deal with information about one 

person in order to construct a ’global’ impression, or they could choose to compare several potential 

partners in terms of one selected characteristic (’comparison-by-features’). Overall, subjects 

experiencing a negative rather than a positive mood, F(2,93)=7.89; p<  .01, and those making a 

personally relevant rather than irrelevant decision, F(l,94)=9.45; p<  .01, were significantly more 

likely to engage in a global, impression formation strategy rather than an analytic, comparison-by- 

features strategy. We also found a significant mood by personal relevance interaction that showed 

that this tendency was particularly strong for subjects in a negative mood state making a personal 

choice, F(2,90)=7.67; pC.Ol (Figure5).

F igure 5  about h e r e .

This pattern provides direct evidence that people do employ quite different cognitive 

strategies in dealing with interpersonal preferences depending on their mood and the personal 

relevance of the outcome. Relying on a within-target, impression formation strategy was most likely 

here by dysphoric subjects making a personal choice. It is this group that we expected to be most 

influenced by self-serving motives to find a particular kind of partner, and the search for a global 

impression rather than an analytic, comparison-by-features strategy served this purpose well. In 

contrast, choices by less motivated subjects were more likely to be based on a more formal, 

comparison-by-features process. These differences between decision strategies depending on 

personal relevance were strongest in a negative mood state. In conjunction with the previous 

results, it seems that dysphoric subjects focussed on identifying interpersonally rewarding rather 

than task competent partners for themselves, selectively looked for interpersonal information, and 

sought to form an impression of potential partners in terms of interpersonal features. These 

findings go considerable way towards establishing the characteristics of motivated choice strategies, 

and linking such processes to transient mood states. However, motivated processing should also be
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reflected in the time spent by subjects consulting various kinds of information categories in making 

their choices. This was examined in the next experiment, which replicates and further extends the 

results using a computer-controlled stimulus presentation procedure.

Experiment 3.

Experiments 1 and 2 were successful in showing that temporary mood has a significant 

influence on a person’s interpersonal preferences. It was found that in selecting a partner, different 

information search and decision-making strategies are used by people depending both on their 

mood, and the personal relevance of the choice. Experiment 3 was designed to provide additional 

evidence about the nature of these processes using a more sensitive methodology allowing the 

controlled presentation of stimulus information and the exact measurement of learning and 

decision latencies.

The first objective was to replicate the motivated memory biases observed in Experiment 1, 

this time in conjunction with the careful monitoring of subjects’ learning and attention strategies. 

Secondly, the procedure developed in Experiment 2 to measure the selection strategies used was 

substantially revised. The need for subjects to number and rate each of the information cards they 

encountered was somewhat intrusive and may have interfered with the selection process itself. In 

Experiment 3, an improved computer-administered procedure for presenting target information 

was developed to allow the precise measurement of subjects’ preferred decision strategies without 

interfering with the process itself. In addition, this procedure also allowed the collection of reaction 

time data in order to assess informational search biases due to motivated processing.

Finally, Experiment 3 also incorporated a revised mood manipulation stimulus. With any 

particular mood manipulation technique, there is the possibility that factors other than mood, such 

as personal memories, cognitions or motivations are also influenced. One way of controlling for this 

possibility is to use a multi-method approach to ensure that findings are not artifactual but can be 

reliably obtained with slightly different induction materials. In Experiment 3, a new set of mood 

induction films were prepared and used as part of the procedure.

Method
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Overview. After viewing a new set of mood manipulation films designed to elicit positive, 

negative or neutral mood states, subjects in an ostensibly separate experiment were once again 

asked to make interpersonal choices for themselves or others. The overall design and partner 

descriptions were the same as in Experiment 2. However, through the computerized presentation of 

the target information it was possible to measure both the time taken and the precise sequence of 

dealing with each information unit.

Subjects. Fourty-two female subjects participated in the «périmait as part of their course 

requirements, with 14 subjects in each mood condition. As no significant sex differences were found 

in the previous experiments, the use of female subjects was unlikely to limit the validity of the 

findings.

Mood manipulation and procedure. The experimental design was again similar to Experiment 

2. Subjects volunteered for two ’unrelated’ studies. The aims of the first study, in reality the mood 

manipulation, were described as the selection of films for later experiments. Subjects were 

instructed to watch the videotapes as they normally would at home. This time the happy film 

contained scenes from a different comedy episode, the control film showed a lecture on art, and the 

sad film showed edited scenes from a film depicting a young woman suffering a debilitating sporting 

accident. At the end, a brief questionnaire asking for mood self-ratings inserted among other 

distractor questions was administered as in Experiment 2.

Stage 2 of the study was introduced the same way as in Experiment 2. However, the 

information about the potential partners was provided on a computer screen rather than in 

’personnel files’. Information about the targets was presented in a matrix form, with individual 

targets in the columns, and descriptive features in the rows. Subjects were told that they may view 

any item of information about any target and in any order by selecting the cell corresponding to the 

intersection of that target and the feature they wanted to find out about. For »ample, to read 

about characteristic 2 of target 3, they would have to select cell 23 on the keyboard. After viewing 

each information unit, they were asked to press the space bar to get back to the overall matrix 

before selecting the next information unit they wished to look at. Subjects were given a number of 

practice trials to familiarize themselves with the procedure. The computer was programmed to 

record not only the precise sequence information units were looked at, but also the time subjects
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spent studying each item of information, the time it took to make each choice, as well as the total 

time spent dealing with the selection problem.

After the completion of the choice task, subjects were asked to complete a brief 

questionnaire - in fact an interference task - before a free recall test was administered. At this time, 

subjects were asked to recall and write down as much as they could about the each of the target 

characters they have read about on each of eight sheets of paper. The procedure concluded with a 

debriefing session along the lines described in the previous experiments.

Results and discussion

Validation o f the mood manipulation. An analysis of variance of combined mood self-ratings 

following exposure to the films showed the expected significant mood differences between the 

happy (X=3.04), control (X=3.71) and sad (X=4.29) groups in the predicted direction,

F(2,39) = 12.22; p<  .01. Consistent with previous evidence (Forgas et al, in press), this mood 

manipulation was again found to be effective in inducing the predicted mood states.

Interpersonal preferences. The same method was employed as in Experiment 2 to measure 

subjects preference for likeable as against competent partners. Consistent with the previous 

experiment, sad subjects once again tended to choose people with relatively better interpersonal 

than task qualities than did happy or control subjects, F(2,39)=5.81; p<  .01, and did so more for 

themselves than for others, F(2,36)=7.72; p < .01 (Figure 6). This result confirms the findings of the 

previous experiments using a different mood manipulation stimulus and a different selection 

procedure, thus attesting to the robustness of mood effects on interpersonal preference choices.

F igure  6  about h ere .

Decision speed. An analysis of the step-by-step records for each subject showed that mood 

again had a significant effect on decision speed (as operationalized in Experiment 2). Happy 

subjects reached a decision faster, in fewer steps, and with fewer repetitions than did sad or control 

subjects, F(2,39)=6.33; p <  .01. We also found a significant mood by personal relevance interaction, 

showing that happy mood subjects were faster in making impersonal rather than personal choices, 

while the reverse was the case in negative mood, F(2,37)=10.06; p<  .01 (Figure 7). The greater 

speed of sad subjects in making a decision with personal consequences, although superficially
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counterintuitive, is consistent with the notion of motivated processing, involving the highly directed 

and selective search for specific kinds of information about potentially rewarding partners.

F igure 7  about here

Mood effects on information bias. A record of subjects’ relative preference for interpersonal vs. 

task-related information was first obtained by calculating the proportion of interpersonal as against 

task-relevant information units looked at by each subject. There were no main effects. Unlike in 

Experiment 2, we also failed to find the expected mood by personal relevance interaction effect, 

consistent with the expectation that dysphoric subjects should look at more interpersonal than task 

information when choosing a partner for themselves (although a clear trend in that direction was 

evident in the data).

There are at least two plausible reasons why this effect was not obtained here. The measure 

of information bias used here was different, and less sensitive than in Experiment 2, as this time it 

did not include ratings of the perceived usefulness of each information unit. Secondly, the 

computerised procedure made it relatively easier for subjects to move readily across various 

information units while bearing in mind the layout of the complete information matrix, thus making 

the predicted thematic bias in selections less likely to occur. Informational bias with this procedure 

may be more likely to be revealed by the amount of time subjects chose to spend looking at 

interpersonal vs. task information, rather than the sheer number of such units examined. We looked 

at these data next.

Self-exposure to different information units. Mood had a significant main effect on reading 

times. Dysphoric subjects were overall slower (7.9sec) than were control (6.7sec) or positive mood 

subjects (5.8sec) in dealing with one item of information, F(2,39) =23.26; p <  .01. This pattern of 

slower, less efficient information processing in dysphoria and faster processing in happy moods is 

consistent with other research both with depressed and normal subjects (Bower, 1990; Forgas & 

Bower, 1987; Isen, 1984; Isen & Means, 1983; Schwarz & Bless, 1990).

There was also a significant interaction between mood and the personal relevance of the 

choice, F(2,36)=5.99; pc.01 . Not only were happy subjects generally faster in dealing with an 

information unit, but this tendency was strongest when the choice was irrelevant (5.2sec) rather
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than relevant (6.4sec) to them personally. This tends to suggest that reports of more efficient 

processing in positive moods (cf. Isen & Means, 1983) may be limited to personally uninvolving 

tasks only. The apparent benefits of positive mood effects for decision efficiency may be reduced or 

even eliminated as the personal relevance of the task increases.

Of greater interest here is the significant interaction effect we expected and found between 

mood, the personal relevance of choice, and selective attention to task or interpersonal information 

by subjects, F(2,30)=7.11; p <  .01. When the choice had no personal consequences, the time spent 

looking at social or task information in all mood conditions was approximately the same (Figure 8). 

With a personally relevant choice, however, sad subjects spent significantly longer examining 

interpersonal rather than task information (8.2sec vs. 7.2sec), t(12) = 12.30; p<  .01), and there was a 

small but non-significant trend in the opposite direction by happy subjects (6.2 vs. 6.6 sec). This 

pattern suggests that there is a significant bias towards focussing on interpersonal information that 

occurs only in dysphoria when chosing a personal partner. In conjunction with previous results, this 

confirms the existence of motivated choice strategies at the micro level of selective exposure to 

potentially beneficial information (Figure 8).

F igure 8 about h ere .

Latency o f information choice. In addition to measuring how long subjects take to look at 

different information units, the computer also recorded the time elapsed before making each 

selection (the time between returning to the matrix and making a new choice). Motivated 

processing should involve reduced choice latencies for preferred information.

Consistent with evidence for the generally faster processing of information in positive moods, 

there was a significant mood main effect on choice latencies, with sad subjects taking longer to 

make a selection (5.31sec) than did control (4.88sec) and happy (4.43sec) subjects, F(2,39)=14.17; 

p <  .01. Once again we found a significant interaction between mood, relevance and latency of 

choice for interpersonal or task information, F(2,30)=4.51; p< .01. As expected, sad subjects made 

up their minds faster to look at interpersonal rather than task information when the choice was 

personally relevant (4.79 vs 5.58sec), but not when it was irrelevant to them (5.55 vs. 5.31sec).

Happy subjects had a slight tendency to choose task information faster than social information both 

in personally relevant (4.22 vs. 4.53sec) and in irrelevant (4.24 vs. 4.75sec) choice situations, with
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similar but smaller differences for control subjects (4.54 vs. 4.91sec; and 4.92 vs. 5.19sec). These 

results are consistent with the notion that sad subjects engaged in motivated processing to 

selectively look for interpersonal information, but only when making a personal choice.

Memory for information. At the conclusion of the decision task, subjects were given a memory 

test asking them to recall as much information as possible about each target. Items recalled were 

scored from 0 to 3, ranging from incorrect recall to near perfect recall by two independent ratters 

who achieved an inter-rater reliability of .826. Results showed that mood had only a weak overall 

main effect on recall performance, with the proportion of information correctly recalled somewhat 

higher in positive (43.5%) rather than neutral (38.5%) or sad (40%) moods, F(2,39)=3.92; p<  .25. 

However, consistent with the results of Experiment 1, memory was overall much better for subjects 

who made a personally relevant (47%) rather than irrelevant (35%) judgment, F(l,40)=5.93; 

p <  .01, confirming that personal relevance is a major factor in facilitating recall. Overall, subjects 

remembered task (41.25%) and interpersonal (40.5%) details almost equally well, F(l,41)=.81; NS.

Of particular interest here is the significant and predicted interaction effect between mood, 

the personal relevance of the choice, and memory for task as against interpersonal details,

F(2,30) = 8.29; p<  .01. We found that when the task was not personally relevant, recall of task and 

interpersonal details was not significantly different in either happy (39% vs. 34%), control (36% vs. 

32%) or sad (37% vs. 32%) moods. When the outcome was personally relevant, however, subjects 

in a positive mood recalled relatively more task information (54% vs. 46%), and subjects in a 

negative mood remembered relatively more interpersonal than task details (53% vs 39%). These 

memory biases are largely consistent with, and are probably the consequence of, the previous 

findings showing information selectivity and longer self-exposure to interpersonal details by 

dysphoric subjects.

Mood effects on decision strategies. Using the index described in Experiment 2, we found that 

subjects selecting a partner for themselves were again significantly more likely to rely on a within- 

target, impression formation strategy in their choices, F(1,39) = 6.12; p <  .01, and this tendency was 

most marked for subjects in a negative mood state, F(2,36)=16.31; p<  .01. The interaction between 

mood and personal relevance was only marginally significant, however, indicating a slight tendency 

for sad subjects to be more likely to adopt an impression formation strategy when making choices
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for themselves, but not for others, F(2,36)=3.76; p<  .05 (Figure 9). Although this finding is 

consistent with results in Experiment 2, the weaker effects obtained here are probably due to the 

different choice procedures made possible by the computerized presentation of information, 

allowing non-consecutive selections to be made with far greater ease.

F igure 9 about here .

General discussion

The three experiments reported here offer convergent evidence for the importance of 

temporary moods in interpersonal preference choices. It was found that the combination of sad 

moods and personally relevant choices clearly led to motivated processing strategies, involving 

selective, directed search for information relevant to rewarding outcomes, self-serving interpersonal 

choices and superior memory for such thematically salient information. These effects are markedly 

different from the kind of automatic, unbiased, and rational processing strategies explicitly or 

implicitly assumed by most contemporary models of social cognition. While traditional mood- 

priming models predicting relatively unbiased information search and processing strategies account 

fairly well for mood effects on less personally involving choices (Bower, 1981; Isen, 1984; Forgas & 

Bower, 1987), it seems that very different and more motivated choice strategies may be used when 

the decision is personally relevant. In common with evidence from other fields, our results suggest 

that the view of social cognition as mostly involving passive, symmetrical, automatic and unbiased 

cognitive processes needs to be revised (Fiedler, 1990; Forgas et al., in press; Mackie & Worth, 

1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1990; Strack et al., 1988).

Indeed, the role of motivational factors in information processing, such as the need to 

maintain positive self-evaluations, is increasingly recognized by social cognition researchers 

(Tesser, 1986). Explanations of cognitive processes involved in decision-making (Mann, 1990), 

dissonance reduction (Wicklund & Frey, 1981), persuasion (Petty et al., 1990) and some judgments 

(Forgas et al., in press) have traditionally included a motivational component. More recently, the 

role of motivation in memory processes has also received growing attention (Sanitioso et al., 1990; 

Parrott & Sabini, 1990). However, little previous work has been done documenting the precise 

consequences of motivational states for search and choice strategies in interpersonal preferences.
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It is surprising that despite the considerable recent interest in affect and cognition (Fiedler,

1990), the kind of motivated processing demonstrated here was not documented earlier. One likely 

reason for this is that few, if any studies looked at mood effects on choices with meaningful 

personal consequences. Consistent with our expectations, it was the combination of high personal 

relevance and negative mood that was most likely to result in motivated choices. The greater 

likelihood of targeted, motivated decision strategies in negative mood is consistent with both mood 

control (Clark & Isen, 1982) and mood as information (Clore & Parrott, 1990; Schwarz & Bless,

1990) theories. However, neither of these theories predicts the kind of selective, thematically biased 

information processing we found here. It seems likely that an adequate explanation of mood effects 

on social cognition and judgments may need to postulate a variety of alternative processing 

strategies available to people when dealing with a particular problem (Forgas, 1990).

The demonstration of substantive processing biases due to mood when making interpersonal 

choices is also of direct relevance to research on interpersonal behaviour and relationships. At 

every stage of development (Levinger & Snoek, 1972), relationships between people are 

maintained by the numerous small, recurring choices and decisions of the partners. The 

interdependence of affect and cognition in relationships maintenance and development is receiving 

increasing attention (Fletcher & Fincham, in press). The kind of micro-analysis of individual 

interpersonal choices presented here offers a promising experimental paradigm for studying the 

various factors that influence partner choices and preferences.

Results from experimental studies such as these are also relevant to our understanding of 

chronic mood disorders such as depression. As depression usually involves a complex constellation 

of symptoms, causal links between mood and cognition are difficult to establish. In contrast, in 

experimental studies with normal subjects we were able to generate ’depressogenic’ cognitions in a 

variety of memory, judgmental and attribution tasks (Bower, 1990; Forgas & Bower, 1987; Forgas 

et al.,1984). The present results add a new dimension to such findings. Instead of demonstrating the 

usual passive, mood-consistent bias, we found that dysphoric subjects engaged in directed, 

motivated choice strategies consistent with a desire to control or eliminate their dysphoria. There is 

similar evidence for motivated strategies in depressive patients directed at avoiding stressful, 

demanding or potentially threatening tasks and situations (Ottaviani & Beck, 1988). However, it 

often appears to be the case that motivated strategies in depressive cognition involve retreat and
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avoidance of situations that could also lead to positive, rewarding experiences (Weary & Williams, 

1990). Directed at mood-control, such strategies may account for the kind of circular pattern of 

negative thought and affect that typically characterizes depression. More research exploring in 

detail the cognitive micro-strategies used by depressives when dealing similar interpersonal choices 

would be of obvious practical as well as clinical interest.

The notion of motivated processing introduced here complements other work on apparently 

motivated processes in social memory and judgments. Reçoit evidence for a bias towards mood- 

inconsistent memories and judgments in some circumstances (Forgas et al., in press; Parrott &

Sabini, 1990) is often explained in cognitive rather than motivational terms. For example, Martin in 

his ingenious set/reset model proposed that mood-incongruent biases or ’contrast effects' may be 

due to the "suppressed use of primed concepts" (p. 28, Martin et al., 1990) resulting in the unwitting 

distortion of the information base of a judgment, but not the information search and processing 

strategies as such. This is quite different, however, from the kind of selective information search 

and processing bias demonstrated here which involve the active recruitment of evidence to satisfy a 

motivational goal. It may be necessary to think about social information processing as involving a 

variety of alternative information processing strategies, including the kind of selective, directed 

strategies demonstrated here. As Schwarz & Bless (1990) argue, affect itself may be one of the 

major sources of information predisposing people to effortful or effortless, motivated or unbiased 

information processing strategies.

Interpersonal choices are among the most complex and demanding cognitive tasks we face in 

everyday life. These studies showed that transient mood and the personal relevance of the outcome 

have significant effects on the way people look for, use and remember information when making 

such choices. It was also found that ’motivated processing’, involving a selective search for 

rewarding outcomes is most likely to be adopted as a mood-repair strategy by dysphoric subjects 

making a personal choice. Further research on this important topic is likely to be of considerable 

theoretical, as well as practical interest to our understanding of interpersonal relationships and the 

effects of mood on cognition.
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Figure Captions
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F igure 1 . The effects of mood and personal relevance on the recall of social and task 

information.

Figure 2. Preference for rewarding vs. competent partners as a function of mood and personal 

relevance (higher values indicate preference for competent rather than rewarding 

partners).

F igure 3. The influence of mood and personal relevance on the speed of interpersonal 

preference choices (higher values indicate faster and more efficient decisions).

F igure 4. Biased information choice in interpersonal decisions: the effects of mood and

personal relevance (positive values indicate preference for task vs. social information).

Figure 5. Decision-making strategy as a function of mood and personal relevance (positive 

values indicate preference for impression formation vs. comparison-by-features 

strategies).

F igure 6. Interpersonal preference as a function of mood and personal relevance (higher 

values indicate preference for rewarding rather than competent partners).

F igure  7. The effects of mood and personal relevance on the speed and efficiency of 

interpersonal choices (higher values indicate faster and more efficient choices).

F igure 8 . Self-exposure to social vs. task information about potential partners: the effects of 

mood and personal relevance (in seconds).

F igure 9. Decision-making strategy as a function of mood and personal relevance (positive 

values indicate preference for impression formation vs. comparison-by-features 

strategies).
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