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Empirical Article

People Draw on the Consequences of Others’ Negative Experiences
to Make Unwarranted Appraisals About Those Experiences
Ryan Burnell and Maryanne Garry ⇑
The University of Waikato
People often talk about the consequences of their negative experiences with others in ways that serve important
social functions. But to fully understand this social function, it is vital to understand how listeners appraise the event
being shared with them. We hypothesized people might draw on the consequences of others’ events to appraise what
those experiences were like at the time. In three pre-registered experiments, we asked subjects to read someone else’s
ﬁrst-person account of a negative event. For some subjects, this account ended in a statement suggesting the event
led either to growth or harm. We found that subjects who read that the event led to growth tended to think the event
was less negative at the time than subjects who read nothing about consequences. Taken together, our ﬁndings suggest that people draw on the consequences of other people’s negative events to make unwarranted appraisals about
those events.
Keywords: Autobiographical memory, Social function, Decision-making, Causal reasoning, Traumatic memory

General Audience Summary
In the months and years following a negative event, people will often talk with others about the event and its
consequences. These “others” must decide how to respond—for example, what support or advice to provide to
the person sharing the memory. When these others learn of the consequences of the event, does it affect their
judgments of the what the event was like at the time? We address that question in three experiments. In each
experiment, we asked people to read someone else’s ﬁrst-person account of a negative event. We manipulated
the consequences reported in that account—some people read that the event had harmful consequences, some
read that the event led to psychological growth, and some read an account with no report of consequences.
Compared to people who had not read a report of consequences, those who had read the event led to growth
tended to think the event was less negative at the time. They also thought the event would have caused less
intense symptoms of distress. Conversely, those who had read that the event led to harm tended to think the
event would have caused more symptoms of distress than did people who had not read the report of consequences. Taken together, our ﬁndings suggest that people draw on the consequences of others’ negative events
to make unwarranted judgments about those events.

A participant in one of our studies relayed to us the most
negative event he has experienced. “I was driving to school
early in the morning,” he wrote. “I began nodding off on the
highway. I was two or three blocks from school and I fell
asleep on a long straight road. When I woke up, I had crashed
⇑ Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Maryanne
Garry, School of Psychology, The University of Waikato, Hamilton, New
Zealand. Contact: Maryanne.Garry@waikato.ac.nz (M. G.).

through a barbed wire fence and into a telephone pole. My shirt
was bloodied. I was crying. The smell of the engine ﬂuids just
permeated. I was taken to the hospital. No serious injuries, but I
was rather lucky to be alive.”
In the months and years following a negative event such as
this one, people will often talk about it with others (Pennebaker
et al., 2001; Pillemer, 1992). Sharing memories in this way can
elicit empathy from others, and help forge and maintain relationships—important social functions. From the research on
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these social functions of memory, we understand much about
when and why people share their memories (Alea & Bluck,
2003; Pillemer, 1992). Clearly, though, social functions
involve not just the person sharing the memory, but also the
people on the other end. After all, these “receivers” of the
memory need to decide what to take away from the memory,
and how to respond. For example, people listening to a family
member recount a negative event need to decide what support,
advice, and feedback to provide. And in a court setting, jurors
watching or reading witness testimony need to evaluate that
testimony in order to reach a verdict. These decisions often
depend on people’s interpretation of what happened at the time
of the event. For example, in one study, subjects thought that a
man who missed his plane by 5 min would have been more
upset than if he had missed it by 30 min (Kahneman, Slovic,
& Tversky, 1982). And in another study, subjects who read that
a man was shot at a store he rarely visited tended to think the
man deserves less compensation than subjects who read he was
shot at his regular store (Miller & McFarland, 1986). It is
important, therefore, that we understand the factors that affect
people’s appraisals of others’ experiences.
One factor that might affect these appraisals is the sharer’s
own report of the consequences of the event. Sometimes, people might report the event caused them harm—for example, the
participant above might report having repeated, intrusive
thoughts about the crash, or that it has led him to feel disconnected from other people (American Psychiatric Association,
2013; Burnell et al., 2020). But other times, people might
report the event caused them to grow—for example, this participant might report that the crash led him to realize he is stronger than he thought, or that it made him feel a greater sense of
appreciation for life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). When others
learn of these consequences, does it affect their appraisals of
what the event was like at the time? That is the question we
address in the experiments reported here.
In fact, the consequences of negative events tell us little
about what those events were like at the time. For instance,
the harm people report after a negative event depends on a variety of factors, such as their general emotional reactivity, how
they remember the event, and how they regulate their emotions
when thinking about the event (Rubin et al., 2011). As a result,
people who experience similar events can have very different
responses (Bonanno & Mancini, 2012). Likewise, reports of
posttraumatic growth tell us little about how negative an event
was. In fact, people report growing from all manner of negative
events—from the trivial, such as breaking the screen on their
phone, to Criterion A traumas (Boals & Schuler, 2019;
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Taken together, the data suggest
people have little empirical foundation for drawing on the consequences of another person’s event when making appraisals of
the event itself.
Yet the judgment and decision-making literatures provide
reasons to expect people might draw on the consequences in
exactly this way. Broadly, we know that people often rely on
their knowledge of the world when making judgments, and that
this tendency can produce errors (Kahneman, Slovic, &
Tversky, 1982). Along similar lines, we know that people draw
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on their beliefs or “implicit theories” about the world when
appraising their own past (Ross, 1989). For example, people
tend to believe that moral and political views stay relatively consistent over time. As a result, when people change their political
afﬁliation, they often misremember their past afﬁliation as aligning with their current afﬁliation (Reiter, 1980). Perhaps, then,
people might also draw on their beliefs about the world when
appraising other people’s experiences. Consistent with this idea,
one recent study found that clinical psychologists tend to associate negative events with harmful consequences, and that this
association can lead to memory errors (Weine & Kim, 2018).
In that study, clinicians who read that a client had extreme symptoms of post-traumatic stress tended to misremember the event
as more negative than it really was. Conversely, clinicians
who read that the client had only mild symptoms tended to misremember the event as less negative than it was.
But it remains unclear whether laypeople would fall victim
to these same mistakes. After all, clinicians frequently encounter people who are suffering harmful consequences, a situation
that would lead to the overrepresentation of negative consequences in clinicians’ beliefs about negative events (Tversky
& Kahneman, 1983). By contrast, laypeople might encounter
a wider set of responses to negative events, which should lead
to more representative beliefs about the consequences of these
events. Even so, negative events that had harmful consequences should elicit strong emotions and encourage rehearsal,
and therefore would still be more memorable than negative
events without such consequences (Talarico et al., 2019;
Talarico et al., 2004; Talmi et al., 2007). We might expect,
therefore, that even laypeople would tend to believe that negative events reliably lead to negative consequences.
If laypeople do hold such a belief, we might expect that
when they learn someone has grown from a negative event, this
information would conﬂict with that belief. To resolve this conﬂict, people might reason that the event couldn’t have been all
that negative at the time, and adjust their appraisal of the event
accordingly. Similarly, when people learn that someone has
been harmed by a negative event, they might think that information is evidence the event was particularly negative, and
adjust their appraisal of the event to ﬁt that “evidence.”
To what extent, then, do laypeople rely on reported consequences of other people’s experiences to make appraisals about
what those events were like at the time? Across three preregistered experiments, we asked subjects to read someone
else’s ﬁrst-person accounts of a negative event. We then manipulated whether that account included a statement reporting
posttraumatic growth, harm, or neither, and measured subjects’
appraisals of the event. Across all three experiments, our ﬁndings converge on the idea that people draw on the consequences of negative events to make appraisals about how
negative those events were at the time.
Experiment 1
In Experiment 1, we asked subjects to read a genuine memory
report of someone else’s negative experience. We manipulated
the consequences of the report by appending a description of
posttraumatic growth, of harm, or neither. Our primary interest
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was in the extent to which subjects would use these reports of
consequences to make appraisals of what the event was like at
the time. The experiment was approved by The University of
Waikato’s School of Psychology Research and Ethics Committee under the delegated authority of the University’s Human
Research Ethics Committee. The experiment was conducted in
accordance with the ethical provisions of the World Medical
Association Declaration of Helsinki. The experiment was administered online using Qualtrics (https://www.qualtrics.com/).
Method
This experiment was pre-registered, as were Experiments 2
and 3. The pre-registrations, materials, and data for all three
experiments are available on the Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/82trp).
Subjects. We recruited subjects from the United States and
Canada via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform (https://www.
mturk.com/) through TurkPrime (Litman et al., 2017). Subjects
participated in exchange for $0.30 Amazon credit. Not knowing how large the effects of our manipulation might be, we
aimed to collect data until we had complete responses from
600 subjects. Because of the way Mechanical Turk interacts
with Qualtrics, 626 subjects completed the survey. According
to our pre-registered criteria, we then excluded four subjects
who failed the attention check. Of the remaining 622 subjects,
41 (7%) failed to correctly identify which ending sentence (if
any) they had read (harm = 9%, control = 3%, growth = 8%).
These data suggest those 41 subjects did not attend to the memory report, so we excluded them from the analyses. The overall
patterns do not change when these subjects are included. For
completeness, we report the results with these subjects included
in the Supplemental Materials. Therefore, our ﬁnal sample consisted of 581 subjects (191 who read the growth consequence,
201 who read the harm consequence, and 189 who read nothing about consequences).
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Design. We manipulated consequences (harm, control,
growth) between subjects.
Procedure. First, subjects read a description of one of four
negative memories. The memory reports were drawn from a
prior study in which we had asked people for the negative
memory that bothers them the most now. One report described
a car crash, one described the suicide of a father, one described
witnessing a friend drowning, and one described being in a tornado (Taylor, Jordan, Zajac, Takarangi, & Garry, 2020). We
told subjects the memory report was from a participant in
one of our other studies, and that we would refer to this participant as “Participant 7” (P7) for the purposes of maintaining
anonymity. The memory reports ranged between 60 and 168
words (M = 100.75; see the Supplemental Materials for the full
memory reports and a breakdown of the results separated by
memory report).
Regardless of which memory report subjects read, we
manipulated the consequences of the event by adding a sentence to the end of the report. Some subjects read an added sentence suggesting the event led to growth: “As a result of this
experience I realised I am stronger than I thought I was.” Other
subjects read an added sentence suggesting the event led to
harm: “As a result of this experience I realised I am not as
strong as I thought I was.” A third control group read the memory with no added ending sentence. Note that these added endings describe P7’s subjective beliefs about the consequences of
the event, which may or may not reﬂect its true consequences.
In an earlier pilot study, we had found subjects rated all three
versions of the memories as highly plausible and easy to understand. The results of this pilot study can be found in the Supplemental Materials.
Recall we hypothesized that people might draw on the
reported consequences to make appraisals about what that
event was like at the time—for example, after hearing another
person’s report of growth, people might reason that the event
couldn’t have been all that negative. We addressed this possi-

Table 1
Items from Experiments 1 and 2
Experiment 1
Think about the event itself that Participant 7 described.
The event that Participant 7 experienced was. . . (1 = Extremely negative, 7 = Extremely positive)
The event that Participant 7 experienced was. . . (1 = Not at all intense, 7 = Extremely intense)
Think about Participant 7’s feelings at the time of the event.
Participant 7 feelings at the time were. . . (1 = Extremely negative, 7 = Extremely positive)
Participant 7’s feelings at the time were. . . (1 = Not at all intense, 7 = Extremely intense)
Experiment 2
This memory is signiﬁcant for Participant 7’s life because it imparts an important message for them or represents an
anchor, critical juncture, or a turning point (1 = Not at all, 7 = Completely)
Think about the event itself that Participant 7 described.
The event that Participant 7 experienced was negative (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely)
The event that Participant 7 experienced was positive (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely)
The event that Participant 7 experienced was intense (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely)
Think about Participant 7’s feelings at the time of the event.
Participant 7’s feelings at the time were negative (1 = Not at all 7 = Extremely)
Participant 7’s feelings at the time were positive (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely)
Participant 7’s feelings at the time were intense (1 = Not at all, 7 = Extremely)
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bility in two ways. First, we asked subjects about the characteristics of the event that P7 experienced—subjects rated the
valence and intensity of the event itself. Second, we asked subjects about P7’s emotional response at the time of the event—
subjects rated the valence and intensity of the feelings P7
would have experienced at the time (see Table 1 for the full
wording of these items). Subjects completed these two sets
of ratings in counterbalanced order. We included an attention
check at the end of these two sets of items: “Compared to
now this is not a real question, please select option ﬁve.”
We also included a series of items measuring the extent to
which subjects used the consequences of the event to appraise
P7’s personality. But because those results are not central to
our primary research question, we report them in the Supplemental Materials.
Next, subjects completed a three-alternative forced-choice
manipulation check asking them which sentence had
appeared in the memory description they read earlier. There
were always three options: the sentence suggesting growth,
the sentence suggesting harm, and a third option which
was “None of the above.” Finally, subjects completed basic
demographics and reported what they thought the purpose of
the study was.
Results and Discussion
Our primary question was to what extent do laypeople rely
on the consequences of other people’s negative events to make
appraisals of what the events were like at the time? Recall we
addressed this question in two ways: by asking about the
valence of the event itself, and by asking about P7’s emotional
response at the time the event occurred.
Let us ﬁrst turn to subjects’ ratings of the valence of the
event, which are displayed in the left panel of Figure 1. As
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the ﬁgure shows, across all three conditions subjects tended
to rate the event as negative. But more importantly, the
reported consequences mattered: Subjects who read the growth
consequence rated the event itself as less negative than subjects
who read the harm consequence, or who read nothing about
consequences, Mdiff(harm-growth) = 0.45, 95% CI [0.20, 0.70], Mdiff(control-growth) = 0.55 [0.30, 0.80]. The difference between
subjects who read the harm consequence and subjects who read
nothing about consequences was plausibly no different from
zero, Mdiff(control-harm) = 0.10 [ 0.15, 0.35]. The reports of consequences did not affect subjects’ ratings of how intense the
event was (see the Supplemental Materials for a full
breakdown).
We found a similar pattern when we examined subjects’ ratings of P7’s emotional response at the time the event occured.
These data are displayed in the right panel of Figure 1. Across
all three conditions, subjects rated P7’s feelings at the time of
the event as negative. But again, the reported consequences
mattered: Subjects who read the growth consequence rated
P7’s feelings at the time of the event as being less negative than
subjects who read the harm consequence or who read nothing
about consequences, Mdiff(harm-growth) = 0.95, 95% CI [0.63,
1.27], Mdiff(control-growth) = 0.73 [0.41, 1.05]. The difference
between subjects who read the harm consequence and subjects
who read nothing about consequences was plausibly no different from zero, Mdiff(harm-control) = 0.22 [ 0.11, 0.55]. We did
ﬁnd, however, that subjects who read the harm consequence
rated P7’s feelings as more intense than subjects who read
nothing about consequences, Mdiff(harm-control) = 0.39 [0.05,
0.74]. See the Supplemental Materials for a full breakdown
of subjects’ intensity ratings.
Together, both measures provide evidence for the idea that
when people read about someone else’s negative event, they
draw on reports of growth to make appraisals about what the

Figure 1. Violin plots of subjects’ valence ratings from Experiment 1 split by condition. The left panel displays subjects’ ratings of the valence of the event, the right
panel displays subjects’ ratings of the valence of P7’s feelings at the time. Dots represent individual data points, diamonds represent the cell means, and error bars
represent the 95% CI around the cell mean.

MEMORY APPRAISAL

event was like at the time. But what are we to make of the
ﬁnding that reports of harm had no effect on people’s judgments about how negative the event was? It is possible that
even without any information about consequences people tend
to assume that these negative events would have had harmful
consequences. If that is the case, it makes sense that the report
of harm would have done little to change subjects’ understanding of the events. But it is also possible that these results were
driven by a ceiling effect—even when P7 reported nothing
about consequences, subjects rated the event as highly negative, which left little room for the harmful consequences to
push people’s ratings higher. We attempted to address these
possible explanations in Experiment 2.
Summary. Taken together, these results show that when
someone reports growing from a negative event, others tend
to judge the event as being less negative at the time it
happened. But one could argue that this ﬁnding is not surprising because these appraisals are warranted and logical. To
see why, consider what a subject might make of the statement
that “as a result of this experience I realized I am stronger than
I thought I was.” It is plausible the subject might reason that
the basis for this realization was that P7 was less distressed
than he or she expected to be during the event itself. And if
P7 was not that distressed during the event, it makes sense to
infer that the event was not that negative at the time. This
logic would be reasonable, and could cause the pattern of
results we see here. In Experiment 2, we address this
counter-explanation by making it clear that the growth or harm
P7 reports was not a realization that happened at the time of the
event, but instead arose only after considerable reﬂection. In
addition, to better understand how the consequences reported
by P7 affect subjects’ appraisals of the event, we asked subjects
to rate how signiﬁcant the event would have been to P7’s life
story.
Experiment 2
Method
Subjects. We recruited workers on Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk platform in exchange for $0.30 Amazon credit. In Experiment 1 we were able to estimate effect sizes with good precision, so we again aimed to collect data until we had complete
responses from 600 subjects. From a null hypothesis signiﬁcance testing perspective, in Experiment 1 the differences
between subjects who read about growth and subjects in the
other two conditions were large (ds > 0.49). Therefore, maintaining this sample size in Experiment 2 gave us greater than
99% power to detect an effect of the same size. Because of
the way Mechanical Turk interacts with Qualtrics, 630 subjects
completed the survey. It was always our intention to collect
data from 600 subjects, but we mistakenly wrote in our preregistration that our intended sample size was 300 subjects.
According to our pre-registered criteria, we again excluded
six subjects who failed the attention check. Once more, we also
excluded a further 70 (11%) who failed to correctly identify
which ending sentence (if any) they had read (harm = 17%,
control = 6%, growth = 11%), leaving us with a ﬁnal sample
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of 554 subjects (169 who read the growth consequence, 195
who read the harm consequence, and 190 who read nothing
about consequences).
Design. As in Experiment 1, we manipulated consequences
(harm, control, growth) between subjects.
Procedure. The procedure for Experiment 2 was the same
as in Experiment 1, with a few exceptions. We dropped the
Big Five measure, and dropped the tornado memory because
it was considerably longer than the other three reports and
was the only report that referenced how old “P7” was at the
time of the event. Therefore, subjects read one of three negative
memories: a car crash, the suicide of a father, or a friend
drowning. Once again, we manipulated the consequences of
the event by adding a sentence to the end of the memory. This
time, however, the growth consequence was “I have reﬂected
on this experience a lot and have come to realize that because
I went through it, I have since changed for the better.” The
harm consequence was “I have reﬂected on this experience a
lot and have come to realize that because I went through it, I
have since changed for the worse.” A third control group read
the memory with no added consequence.
Next, subjects completed a series of ratings about the event
P7 described. These ratings were the same as in Experiment 1,
except that the items measuring the valence of the event and the
valence of P7’s feelings were each split into two items—one
assessing positive valence and one assessing negative valence
(see Table 1). We made this change in an effort to increase
the variance in subjects’ responses and reduce the possible ceiling effect seen in Experiment 1. Subjects also rated the intensity of the event and of P7’s feelings, as in Experiment 1.
We report the results of these intensity items in the Supplemental Materials.
Subjects then rated how signiﬁcant the event would have
been to P7’s life story on one item: “This memory is signiﬁcant
for Participant 7’s life because it imparts an important message
for them or represents an anchor, critical juncture, or a turning
point” (1 = Not at all, 7 = Completely; (Rubin, Schrauf, &
Greenberg, 2003). Finally, subjects answered basic demographic questions and reported what they thought the purpose
of the study was.
Results and Discussion
Before returning to our primary question, we ﬁrst examined
subjects’ ratings of how signiﬁcant the event would have been
to P7’s life story. We found that, compared to control subjects,
subjects who read either the growth consequence or the harm
consequence rated the event as more signiﬁcant, Mdiff(growthcontrol) = 0.45, 95% CI [0.22, 0.69], Mdiff(harm-control) = 0.54
[0.30, 0.79]. Descriptive statistics for this measure can be
found in Table 2. Given that subjects in those two groups
had read an additional sentence explicitly stating that P7 has
reﬂected on the experience a lot and that the event changed
P7, this ﬁnding is not entirely surprising. Nonetheless, these
data provide further evidence that subjects attended to the
endings and considered them when making ratings about the
event.
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Table 2
Signiﬁcance Ratings From Experiments 2 and 3
Consequence
Harm
Control
Growth

Experiment 2
M (SD)

Experiment 3
M (SD)

6.52 (0.86)
5.98 (1.18)
6.43 (0.86)

6.03 (1.15)
5.69 (1.38)
6.34 (0.89)

We next returned to our main question: To what extent do
people rely on the consequences of other people’s experiences
to make appraisals of what those events were like at the time?
Once again, we addressed this question in two ways: by asking
about the characteristics of the event itself, and by asking about
P7’s emotional response at the time the event occurred.
First, we examined subjects’ ratings of the event itself. We
created a combined measure of subjects’ ratings of the valence
of the event by reverse coding the item asking subjects how
positive the event was and then calculating the mean of this
reverse-coded item and the item asking subjects how negative
the event was. The two event valence items were highly correlated, r(552) = .80, and the combined measure had excellent
internal consistency (a = .89). The overall patterns do not
change when these items are considered separately. The same
is true of the two feelings valence items, r(552) = .76,
a = .86. The data from this combined measure are displayed
in the left panel of Figure 2. As the ﬁgure shows, we found
a very similar pattern to Experiment 1. More speciﬁcally, subjects across all three conditions rated the event as negative, and
we again found some evidence that the ending mattered: subjects who read the growth consequence rated the event itself
as less negative than subjects who read the harm consequence
or who read nothing about the consequences, Mdiff(harmgrowth) = 0.62, 95% CI[0.42, 0.82], Mdiff(control-growth) = 0.61
[0.42, 0.81]. The difference between subjects who read the
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harm consequence and subjects who read nothing about consequences was trivial, Mdiff(harm-control) = 0.01 [ 0.20, 0.21]. As
the ﬁgure shows, we were not successful in reducing the ceiling
effect in subjects’ ratings.
We again found a similar pattern when we turned to subjects’ ratings of P7’s emotional response to the event. Here,
too, we created a combined measure of subjects’ ratings by
reverse coding the item asking subjects how positive P7’s feelings were at the time and then calculating the mean of this
reverse-coded item and the item asking subjects how negative
P7’s feelings were at the time. The data from this combined
measure are displayed in the right panel of Figure 2. Subjects
rated P7’s feelings at the time of the event as negative across
all three conditions. But as in Experiment 1, subjects who read
the growth consequence rated P7’s feelings at the time as being
less negative than subjects who read the harm consequence or
who read nothing about consequences, Mdiff(growth-harm) = 0.54,
95% CI [0.31, 0.76], Mdiff(growth-control) = 0.49 [0.27, 0.71]. The
difference between subjects who read the harm consequence
and subjects who read nothing about consequences was again
trivial, Mdiff(control-harm) = 0.05 [ 0.18, 0.28].
Overall, these results suggest that people drew on the consequences of the event to make appraisals about what the event
was like at the time. Perhaps most crucial for our purposes is
that in this experiment it was clear the consequences P7
reported came about after the event, rather than during the
event itself. For this reason, the information about these consequences should not logically support appraisals of the event
itself. Therefore, our ﬁndings provide evidence that people
draw on the consequences even when doing so is unwarranted.
Considered together, Experiments 1 and 2 tell us that if, for
example, someone reports growing from a car crash, people
tend to judge the crash as less negative at the time it occurred.
These results raise the possibility that people think extremely

Figure 2. Violin plots of subjects’ valence ratings from Experiment 2 split by condition. The left panel displays subjects’ ratings of the valence of the event, the right
panel displays subjects’ ratings of the valence of P7’s feelings at the time. Dots represent individual data points, diamonds represent the cell means, and error bars
represent the 95% CI around the cell mean.
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negative events are unlikely to lead to growth. Of course, that
does not mean a report of growth will lead people to think a
negative event was a joyous experience. After all, subjects in
these experiments still tended to rate the events as at least
somewhat negative. This pattern is hardly surprising—subjects
had just read an account of the event itself. This account would
provide evidence the event was, in fact, negative. Nonetheless,
reading a report of growth led subjects to adjust their appraisals
of the event towards it being less negative.
If people do believe that negative events are unlikely to lead
to growth, they might also think that growth is a sign that the
event would not have been particularly distressing in the
months following the event. But this appraisal, too, would be
unwarranted. After all, the literature suggests reports of growth
and post-traumatic stress symptoms often go hand-in-hand (Liu
et al., 2017). To what extent, then, do people use reports of
growth to make appraisals about the distress others would have
experienced following negative events? We set out to answer
this question in Experiment 3 by asking subjects to rate the
symptoms of distress P7 would have experienced in the months
following the event.
Experiment 3
Method
Subjects. We recruited workers on Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk platform, who participated in exchange for $0.30 Amazon
credit. We aimed to collect data until we had 450 complete
responses, after exclusions. In Experiments 1 and 2, the differences between control subjects and subjects who read about
growth were all large (ds > 0.49). Using the smallest of these
effect sizes (d = 0.496), maintaining a sample size of 600
would have given us greater than 99% power to detect an effect
of that size. Reducing the sample size to 450 still left us with
greater than 98% power. On that basis, we settled on 450 overall. Because of the way Mechanical Turk interacts with Qualtrics, 469 subjects completed the survey. According to our
pre-registered criteria, we excluded 42 subjects who failed
the attention check, and two subjects who provided a nonsensical description of the event they had read. Because substantially more subjects failed these attention checks than we
anticipated based on the ﬁrst two experiments, our sample
was somewhat smaller than we planned (427). Once again,
we then excluded a further 49 (11%) who failed to correctly
identify which ending sentence (if any) they had read
(harm = 14%, control = 6%, growth = 15%), leaving us with
a ﬁnal sample of 378 subjects (120 who read the growth consequence, 141 who read the harm consequence, and 117 who
read nothing about consequences).
Design. As in the ﬁrst two experiments, we manipulated
consequences (harm, control, growth) between subjects.
Procedure. The procedure for Experiment 3 was the same
as Experiment 2, except we did not ask subjects about what
the event was like at the time. Instead, we asked subjects to
report the symptoms of distress they thought P7 would have
experienced in the months following the event. To do so, we
modiﬁed the Impact of Events Scale – Revised (IES-R;
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Weiss & Marmar, 1997), such that subjects rated—on a scale
from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely)—how intensely they
thought P7 would have been affected by each of 22 symptoms
in the months following the event. Examples of these symptoms include “Any reminder brought back feelings about it”
and “I was jumpy and easily startled.” We also included an
attention check in this block of items: “I struggled to this is
not a real question, please select moderately.” The full instructions and list of items can be found in the Supplemental Materials. As in Experiment 2, subjects also rated how signiﬁcant
the event would have been to P7’s life story. Finally, as an
additional attention check, we also asked subjects to describe
the event they had read.
Results and Discussion
In line with Experiment 2, we found subjects who read the
growth consequence rated the event as more signiﬁcant to P7’s
life story than subjects who read nothing about consequences,
Mdiff(growth-control) = 0.65, 95% CI [0.31, 0.98]. Subjects who
read the harm consequence rated the event as slightly more signiﬁcant to P7’s life story than subjects who read nothing about
consequences, but the size of this effect was plausibly close to
zero, Mdiff(harm-control) = 0.33 [ 0.02, 0.68].
We next turned to our primary question: To what extent
would people draw on other people’s reports of growth to make
appraisals about the distress those people experienced in
response to a negative event? To answer this question, we followed the usual practice for scoring the IES-R and summed
together, for each subject, their ratings about the 22 symptoms.
We then took this new sum—which could range between 0 and
88—and classiﬁed it according to whether the subject read the
growth consequence, the harm consequence, or nothing about
consequences. This measure had excellent internal consistency
(a = .94). We display these results in Figure 3.
As the ﬁgure shows, subjects who read the growth consequence thought P7 would have experienced less intense symp-

Figure 3. Violin plot of symptom ratings split by condition. Dots represent
individual data points, diamonds represent the cell means, and error bars
represent the 95% CI around the cell means.
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toms of distress in the months following the event than subjects
who read the harm consequence or who read nothing about
consequences, Mdiff(harm-growth) = 11.10, 95% CI [6.61,
15.59], Mdiff(control-growth) = 5.41 [0.88, 9.93]. These results suggest that subjects were using P7’s report of growth to make
appraisals about his or her symptoms of distress in the months
following the event—consistent with the ﬁndings from the ﬁrst
two experiments. Furthermore, we found that subjects who
read the harm consequence thought that P7 would have experienced more intense symptoms of distress in the months following the event than subjects who read nothing about
consequences, Mdiff(harm-control) = 5.69 [0.99, 10.39]. These
results suggest that subjects drew on reports of harmful consequences to make appraisals of P7’s experience. Furthermore,
these results provide some evidence that the lack of any effect
of the harmful consequence on subjects’ ratings in the ﬁrst two
experiments was driven by a ceiling effect. These patterns hold
true across each of the subscale scores (see the Supplemental
Materials).
So far, we have examined how subjects’ ratings of symptoms depended on the consequences they read. But the absolute
level of these symptom ratings is also informative. If we again
turn to Figure 3, the horizontal line (at a score of 33) represents
the level of symptoms on the self-scored version of the IES-R
that would indicate the probable presence of posttraumatic
stress disorder (Creamer et al., 2003). As Figure 3 shows, subjects in all three conditions tended to rate P7’s symptoms as
being well above this cutoff level, (Mharm = 63, Mcontrol = 58,
Mgrowth = 52). In fact, 92% of all subjects rated P7’s symptoms
above this cutoff. These high symptom ratings also hold true
across all three memory reports—91% who read the car crash
report rated symptoms above cutoff, 93% who read the father’s
suicide report, and 92% who read the friend drowning report.
These results ﬁt with the possibility subjects believe negative
events like these reliably lead to severe symptoms of distress—despite the fact the literature suggests that such extreme
distress is rare (Bromet et al., 2018).
General Discussion
Across three experiments and 1513 subjects, we investigated the extent to which people draw on the consequences
of other people’s negative events to make appraisals about what
those events were like at the time. We found that people who
read someone grew from a traumatic event tended to rate that
event as less negative than people who read the same event
with no report of consequences. Moreover, they expected that
person to experience fewer symptoms of distress in the subsequent months. In addition, people who read that someone was
harmed by a traumatic event tended to expect that person to
experience more severe symptoms of distress than people
who read the same event with no report of consequences. These
results converge on the idea that people use information about
the consequences of other people’s experiences to reason backwards, making unwarranted appraisals about what the events
were like at the time.
A critic might argue, however, that the way subjects
adjusted their appraisals about the event was actually quite rea-
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sonable, given the information subjects had about the consequences. After all, even among distressing events, there is a
general tendency for events at the extreme to result in more
harmful consequences than their less extreme counterparts
(Rind et al., 1998). But relying on these kinds of general tendencies when making judgments can often produce errors
(Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982). For instance, harm is
not a reliable sign that event was particularly negative at the
time. In fact, the harm caused by an event is more a function
of how people remember that event than what the event was
like at the time, which in turn depends on a number of characteristics—such as how intensely that person tends to experience
emotions or how often that person ruminates about negative
events (Rubin et al., 2011). But even if there is some merit
in drawing on a report of harm to decide that an event was
highly negative, there is no merit in drawing on a report of
growth to decide an event was less negative. If anything, the
evidence suggests that the more negative an event was, the
more people think they have grown as a result of that
event—a pattern that goes against the appraisals subjects made
in our experiments (Liu et al., 2017).
Why, then, would subjects rely on people’s reports of consequences when making these appraisals? One explanation is
that subjects drew on their general beliefs that traumatic events
reliably lead to harmful consequences. This explanation ﬁts
with the ﬁnding from Experiment 3 that subjects across all
three conditions expected P7 to experience high levels of
symptoms of distress. If subjects did draw on such a belief,
P7’s statement of growth would have conﬂicted with this
belief. How would subjects resolve such a conﬂict? One possibility is that subjects would update their beliefs about traumatic
events to ﬁt this new evidence that traumatic events can lead to
growth. But this possibility would not explain why subjects
adjusted their appraisals of what the event was like at the time.
That pattern of results instead ﬁts with another possibility: that
subjects held on to their beliefs about the consequences of traumatic events and changed their appraisals of what the event
was like at the time—in other words, they changed their interpretation of the evidence to ﬁt their beliefs. To the extent that
people believe traumatic events reliably lead to harmful consequences, this belief would not square with the research. In fact,
the majority of people who experience negative events like the
ones depicted in our materials actually tend to respond with
resilience and rarely go on to report lasting symptoms of distress (Bonanno, 2004; Bromet, Karam, Koenen, & Stein,
2018; Galatzer-Levy, Huang, & Bonanno, 2018). How people
come to hold these inaccurate beliefs and how they might be
corrected are important questions for future research to address.
The idea that people might believe traumatic events reliably
lead to harmful consequences is reminiscent of the affective
forecasting literature, in which people are asked to predict
how they would respond to a positive or negative event if it
were to happen to them in the future (Wilson & Gilbert,
2003). Typically, people overestimate their reaction to the
event—so, in the case of negative events, people overestimate
how much distress the event will cause them. Yet we might still
expect people to be more optimistic about their own chances of

MEMORY APPRAISAL

growing from a traumatic event than they are about others’
chances of growing from a similar event. After all, people tend
to be more optimistic about their own future than they are
about others’ futures (Weinstein, 1980). Moreover, people
view themselves as improving over time more so than other
people (Wilson & Ross, 2001). One avenue for future research,
then, would be to compare people’s predictions about how they
might respond to a traumatic event to their predictions of how
others might respond to that event.
To what extent, though, are these effects likely to be practically meaningful? One could argue that effects reported here
are relatively small—after all, even when subjects read an
event led to growth, they still tended to rate the events as negative. But there are reasons to think these effects might be more
pronounced in real-world situations. In these experiments, we
designed our materials to provide a strong test of our hypothesis—the memory reports described Criterion A events that
were unambiguously terrible and we added only a short, onesentence description of the consequences. When the circumstances of an event are more ambiguous or when the report
of consequences is more extensive, people might be even more
likely to adjust their appraisals of the event on the basis of the
consequences. After all, we know that under conditions of
uncertainty, people tend to rely more on causal inferences,
and decision-making tends to be particularly swayed by heuristics (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1982). Nonetheless, the
extent to which the effects reported here have real-world consequences for the actions of family members, friends, and jurors is an empirical question, and our hope is that these
experiments prompt future research on this topic.
In these experiments, we aimed to tap into subjects’ appraisals of what negative events were like at the time they happened. But it remains unclear how reports of consequences
affect listeners’ appraisals of how the memories affect the
rememberer in the long term. For example, a report of growth
might lead listeners to conclude the memory continues to serve
helpful functions for the rememberer, while a report of harm
might lead them to conclude it continues to serve harmful functions. In future, it might be useful to give subjects the opportunity to appraise both the event at the time and its later effects on
the rememberer’s thinking and behavior. Doing so might better
illuminate the relationships between people’s appraisals of
what an event was like at the time and their appraisals of the
subsequent effects that memory has on thinking and behavior.
There are, of course, several limitations to these experiments. First, we used only a small set of memory reports across
all three experiments. Although these reports described a range
of different events, and we found similar patterns across these
events, we do not know the extent to which these effects generalize to other events. Second, the memory reports featured
short, broad statements of consequences; other ways of describing growth or harm might produce different effects. For
instance, a more speciﬁc report of growth that steps subjects
through the process of how that growth came about might
make it easier to understand how one could grow from a negative event. In that case, the report of growth might be less
likely to change subjects’ appraisals of what the event was like
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at the time. Third, as one of our dependent measures in Experiments 1 and 2, we asked subjects to rate the extent to which
“the event Participant 7 experienced” was positive or negative.
Our aim here was to tap into subjects’ appraisals of what the
event was like at the time it happened. But it is possible some
subjects interpreted “the event” as encompassing both the
event itself and its subsequent consequences. To the extent that
some subjects interpreted the question this way, it would be
perfectly reasonable for those subjects to adjust their ratings
on the basis of P7’s report of consequences. Finally, we did
not tell subjects how much time had passed between the event
and when the memory report was written. This information
might have important effects on the extent to which people
would draw on the consequences, because people are especially likely to draw causal links between events and subsequent consequences when those consequences occur soon
after the event (Lagnado & Sloman, 2006).
These results have implications for our understanding of the
functions of autobiographical memory (Alea & Bluck, 2003;
Pillemer, 1992). More speciﬁcally, the results demonstrate that
when people share their own appraisal of how an event has
affected them, listeners use that information to make appraisals
of both the event itself and the people sharing the memory. If,
in turn, listeners tend be less empathetic or less likely to realize
that someone is still dealing with distress, this situation could
be an example of how memories can serve a maladaptive social
function (Burnell et al., 2020). Furthermore, there is evidence
that people extract lessons from other people’s memories and
use those memories to guide their own behaviour—a clear
example of a directive function (Pillemer et al., 2015). To fully
understand these functions, it is important that future research
continue to investigate the factors that affect how people
appraise and use the memories that others share with them.
These results also add to a literature showing that the consequences reported by victims in court can affect how willing
jurors are to ﬁnd the defendent guilty in criminal cases, and
how much liability jurors attribute to the defendant in civil
cases (Davis et al., 1977; Greene et al., 1999). Although some
have theorized that these effects might reﬂect jurors’ desire to
seek vengeance for the victim’s suffering (Davis et al.,
1977), our ﬁndings suggest the consequences reported by the
victim might alter jurors’ interpretations of the facts of the case.
This possibility ﬁts with work showing that jurors often
develop a story of the case, and adjust their interpretation of
new facts to ﬁt within this story (Carlson & Russo, 2001;
Pennington & Hastie, 1992).
Taken together, the three experiments reported here show
that people use the consequences of others’ experiences to
make unwarranted appraisals of what those experiences were
like at the time. These ﬁndings raise the possibility that people
hold beliefs about negative events that do not square with reality, and highlight the importance of understanding how people
interpret and use the memories others share with them.
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