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Abstract 

Two experiments were conducted to explore whether perspective influences the way readers 

engage with and process emotional information while reading. Texts presenting characters in 

an emotional situation from either a personal or an onlooker perspective were presented and 

reading times were measured for each sentence. Participants also provided emotional self-

ratings after reading. In the first experiment, positive texts were processed with greater ease, 

especially when readers experienced the texts from a personal perspective. In Experiment 2, 

an emotional match/mismatch was inserted so that a final explicit emotion word either matched 

or mismatched the emotional valence of the text. Mismatch effects were stronger and more 

consistent for the personal perspective. The two experiments provide evidence that the 

perspective of the reader can influence emotion processing. Processing of emotional 

information was easier for the personal perspective, and readers were more sensitive to 

inconsistent emotional information from that perspective.  

 

Keywords: reading, comprehension, emotion, perspective, pronouns 
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You’re the emotional one: The Role of Perspective for Emotion Processing in Reading 

Comprehension 

 In the shop window you have promptly identified the cover with the title you 

were looking for. Following this visual trail, you have forced your way through the shop past 

the thick barricade of Books You Haven’t Read, which were frowning at you from the tables 

and shelves, trying to cow you. (Calvino, 1981, p.10) 

When reading a text, we are invited to imagine and to simulate an often fictional 

situation, and to experience this situation ‘with our own eyes’. Some texts, such as the example 

by Calvino (1981) taken from ‘If on A Winter’s Night a Traveller’ make ‘you’ experience the 

story world from your own perspective, including the reader as an addressee and/or as the 

protagonist within the story. Research has examined some theoretical implications and 

definitions of the personal (second person) perspective (e.g. Fludernik, 1994; Schofield, 1998) 

and has been interested in whether there are effects on the reader’s mental simulation of actions 

within text or other media. Our study furthers this research, as we investigate whether text 

processing and reading comprehension are affected by the use of the ‘you’ perspective. 

Especially for texts including a character that experiences emotional situations, we assume that 

the reader’s engagement with the text can be intensified through use of this perspective. 

Therefore, the question is whether our perspective as the reader affects our emotional responses 

and how we process ‘books frown at you’ as opposed to ‘books frown at her’. 

The second person perspective ‘is used to identify and directly or indirectly address a 

protagonist’ (Schofield, 1998, p.13) by the use of the personal pronoun ‘you’. With you as the 

narrator, the author might intend to directly address the reader and/or to present them as the 

main protagonist. According to Schofield (1998) and McHale (1985), the involvement of the 

pronoun you ‘is a sign of dialogue’ (McHale, 1985, p. 112) and it evokes a response in the 

reader such that readers are prompted to identify the relationship between the addresser and the 
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addressee within the text. It can also serve as a tool to assign a certain position to the reader 

within the text and to give instructions about how to interpret or feel about the text. Without 

more detailed information about the narrator or protagonist, the reader’s only chance to make 

sense of the text’s content is to ‘put him/herself in the shoes of the protagonist’ and to imagine 

the story world from her own perspective (Silverman, 1983). Therefore, the you perspective 

differs from the third person perspective (he/she) for instance, as it functions as an instruction 

to the reader to fill the position as the main character of the story (Schofield, 1998) and 

therefore, to simulate the actions in the text from their own viewpoint. 

However, the degree to which the you perspective actually leads to the identification of 

the reader with the character is debated (Schofield, 1998; Phelan, 1994). Some literary theorists 

argue that even though readers are personally addressed by the you pronoun, they take a rather 

distant onlooker position to the situation in text, in particular as the characteristic profile of the 

narrator becomes more detailed (so the reader is less able to identify with it). In addition, as 

highlighted by Kacandes (1991; in Schofield, 1998), the second person perspective 

‘accomplishes […] both a seduction to feel addressed and a realisation that the call is not quite 

accurate…’. Even though the reader is addressed and invited to experience the situation in the 

text from their own personal perspective, there is a realisation that the situations and actions 

within the text are not actually (or very unlikely to be) performed by the reader him/herself. 

This conflict might be a unique and engaging characteristic of the second person perspective; 

however it might also hinder the identification process of the reader with the protagonist. 

Moreover, it can be assumed that when situations about and characteristics of the character 

become more generic, readers might be more likely and more open to adopt the perspective of 

the you, i.e. the main character.  

The special role of the personal perspective outlined in the literary context is also 

interesting for research investigating the mental processes that are involved during reading and 
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text comprehension. For the current experiment, we assume that the perspective is an important 

element that influences how readers access the text, and that it affects the information that is 

stored in their mental representations of the text (Zwaan & Radvansky, 1998; Zwaan, 2004). 

For instance, we suggest that when readers are presented with a text including a character 

experiencing an emotional situation, their resulting mental representation will differ based on 

whether the emotion concerns you or him/her. This difference might be a result of the readers’ 

position in relation to the text i.e. the degree to which they mentally simulate the situation 

described in the narrative. 

Studies by Brunyé, Ditman, Mahoney, Augustyn and Taylor (2009) investigated how 

different pronouns in sentences (manipulating the perspective) change the way the reader 

engages with an action in the text. The authors found that the pronoun you caused readers to 

take an agent perspective (‘internal perspective’, Brunyé et al., 2009, p.31). Participants were 

asked to decide whether an action presented in a sentence (e.g. I am/ You are/ He/She is slicing 

the tomato, Brunyé et al., 2009, p.31) matched or mismatched an action displayed in a picture. 

Pictures were taken from an internal perspective (e.g. showing arms slicing a tomato as though 

one is looking down on them) or from an external perspective (e.g. showing someone else’s 

arms, from a different angle, slicing a tomato). In addition, pictures either showed the action 

being performed (performing) or about to be performed (nonperforming) (Brunyé et al., 2009). 

Response times were found to be affected by the pronoun used in the sentence and by the 

perspective displayed in the picture. For the I and you sentences, response times were faster for 

the internal perspective pictures than for the external perspective, whereas for the he/she 

sentences this result was reversed. Brunyé et al. (2009) interpreted their results as showing that 

the I and you perspective provoke an internal (more personal) perspective from which the 

reader simulates the action from an agent perspective. In a second similar experiment, two 

sentences were added to give more information about the actor. This time, readers preferred 
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(reacted more quickly to) the external perspective when sentences contained the pronoun I. 

Results were similar (to the first experiment) for the you and he/she conditions. As argued by 

Brunyé et al. (2009), that additional information makes readers realise that I does not address 

them personally (i.e. that the text is experienced by an external main character). Therefore, it 

can be assumed that in order to take the perspective of narrator (i.e. to simulate the situation in 

text), readers need to be addressed directly and, as suggested by Silverman (1983), they need 

to be ‘instructed’ to assume the agent role with the pronoun you. 

In more recent studies, Brunyé, Ditman, Mahoney and Taylor (2011) explored the role 

of the pronoun you for text comprehension in more detail with a study investigating recall of 

text. They found evidence that readers are better at recalling spatial information specifically, 

when they experience the text from a personal (you) perspective. Moreover, it was found that, 

when tracking and forming representations of the characters’ emotional states, readers were 

more likely to simulate a similar emotional state (as measured by self-ratings of emotions) 

when they accessed the text through the pronoun you. Similar to the notion of McHale (1985), 

suggesting that the you-perspective calls for a dialogue between the addressee (the reader) and 

the character, Brunyé et al. (2011) argue that the pronoun you promotes a sense of self-

relevance in the reader, strengthening their ‘interest and attention to described situations’ 

(p.14). In addition, the authors highlight that the second person perspective invites readers to 

imagine themselves as agent, facilitating a simulation of the situation in the text. Due to a 

stronger simulation of the narrative in the you perspective, readers are prompted to vividly 

imagine spatial and emotional information specifically (because of their importance for text 

comprehension) and therefore their recall accuracy and their perceptual skills (enabling them 

to mirror the emotions in text) are improved.  
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Research findings reported so far have highlighted the special role of the pronoun you 

for text comprehension and recall. Building up on the findings of Brunyé et al. (2009), Brunyé, 

Ditman, Giles, Holmes & Taylor (2016) extended the research on the use of pronouns for 

perspective manipulations and examined individual differences in self-reported text 

engagement. They found that the results reported in 2009 i.e. the perspective effects between 

different pronouns on reaction times, were moderated by readers’ empathic engagement during 

comprehension. Readers who reported being more engaged with the text were more likely to 

be affected by the perspective manipulation (achieved by the use of pronouns). Again, the 

effects of perspective were measured through reaction times in decision tasks. Brunyé et al. 

(2016) therefore conclude that readers’ engagement with texts predicts their sensitivity to 

perspective cues. In contrast, in our study it is explored how perspective affects readers’ 

engagement with the text (rather than vice versa). Therefore, measures assessing 

comprehension processes during reading, rather than post-comprehension performance, will 

be of primary interest.  

A recent study by Hartung, Hagoort and Willems (2017) assessed brain activation 

during reading. They found that readers’ personal preference for a perspective affects their 

response to perspective as manipulated through pronouns. In their study, they compared brain 

activations during auditory text comprehension for texts in which the protagonist was referred 

to as either I or he/she. Similar to Brunyé et al. (2009), Hartung et al. (2017) found no clear 

comprehension differences (as monitored by brain activation) between first and third person 

perspectives. However, the authors report activation differences between readers who self-

identified as enactors of the situation (seeing through the eyes of the protagonist) and those 

who reported experiencing the situation as an observer (as an eyewitness) (Hartung et al., 

2017). The results of Hartung et al. (2017) indicate again that the first-person perspective does 

not necessarily lead to a stronger and more personal engagement with the text, but that 
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processing is affected by the degree to which readers are personally engaged with the text. For 

our study, we assume that the personal pronoun you, not studied by Hartung et al. (2017), 

functions as a more reliable tool for the reader to adopt the protagonist’s perspective and, hence, 

to promote a stronger engagement with emotions experienced by the character in the text. 

The main aim of our study is to show that a stronger mental simulation will not only 

affect the readers’ responses or memory after reading (as shown by Brunyé et al., 2009), but 

also the reading process itself. In order to investigate the effects of perspective on 

comprehension processes during reading, our experiment will employ a self-paced reading 

design. Readers will be presented with texts that describe characters in emotional situations, as 

emotions in text are easily tracked and included in the mental representation. Also, texts 

including emotional information might lead to the relatively strong engagement of the reader 

(due to readers being more likely to empathise with the situation and sharing similar emotional 

experiences Dijkstra, Zwaan, Graesser & Magliano, 1995), which might then facilitate the 

perspective taking process. In our texts, situations first convey a certain emotion in an implicit 

manner (and do not state the emotion directly). We assume that, when readers take the agent 

perspective (through the pronoun you), they will simulate the situation more strongly than in 

the onlooker (he/she) perspective, and that they will, therefore, be better at simulating or 

adopting the emotion implied by the text. In the onlooker perspective, however, in addition to 

mental processes that help comprehension of the text, readers need to build up a new mental 

representation that includes information about another character. This process requires more 

complex mental processes (Ruby & Decety, 2001) such as empathy (theory-of-mind) skills that 

help to make sense of the implicit emotional information, and to understand the actions of the 

(external) character. As these processes or skills are not subservient to the reading process, 

when readers experience the text as the agent themselves (as they take the position of the 
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character), reading times should be faster for the personal perspective (you) as compared to the 

onlooker perspective (he/she). 

Previous research has emphasised that readers tend to show stronger empathic 

responses to negatively valenced scenarios (Kidd & Castano, 2013; Altmann, Bohrn, Lubrich, 

Menninghaus, & Jacobs, 2012; Keen, 2006,). This finding is also evident in Brunyé et al.’s 

(2011) study, which showed that affective responses (i.e. self-ratings of emotions) were 

particularly strong for the you perspective and negative texts. We will extend previous research 

by investigating whether valence effects are also evident during comprehension as reflected by 

reading times. For our study, we will present positive as well as negative texts to readers and 

compare perspective effects between the two emotional valences. We predict that readers 

prefer positive emotional information about yourself, and that they will therefore be faster at 

integrating information about positive situations. Also, we expect that stronger empathic 

responses to negative information will lead to faster reading times in both perspectives. 

Therefore, similar to Brunyé et al. (2011), we will also ask readers to rate their emotional 

response to the text in order to explore whether the patterns found for reading times are also 

evident in readers’ affective responses. 

Our study will comprise two experiments. In the first experiment, we will test whether 

reading is affected by the perspective readers are read from, and whether the texts’ valence 

influences their engagement and their perspective taking. To our knowledge, research so far 

has investigated perspective effects on measures taken after processing, our study will be the 

first to concentrate on perspective effects (in combination with valence) during processing. The 

aim is to investigate how readers map emotional information onto their mental representation 

(Rapp & van den Broek, 2005) and whether this process is affected by the perspective. In the 

second experiment, we extend the findings of the first by employing a match/mismatch 

paradigm, similar to that used in previous studies (e.g. Gernsbacher et al., 1992; Gygax et al., 
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2003). We do this to learn more about the strength of the mental representation that is build up 

during reading about yourself or him/her. We assume that a stronger simulation of the text 

through perspective taking (through the agent perspective) leads to stronger mental 

representations of even implicit emotional information encountered in the text.  

In both experiments, the last sentence contains an explicit emotion word. In the first 

experiment this emotion word is always in line with the implicit emotion that is described in 

the text. In the second experiment, however, this emotional match is only evident for half of 

the trials. For the other half, the explicit emotion mismatches the overall context (or the implicit 

emotion). This emotional mismatch is predicted to result in longer reading times. Previous 

research has shown that readers can make context-based predictions on how sentences or texts 

might continue (Van Berkum, Brown, Zwitserlood, Kooijman & Hagoort, 2005; Traxler, Foss, 

Seely, Kaup & Morris, 2000), based on their situation models. For instance, Van Berkum et al. 

(2005) presented a reading time experiment, in which they measured reading times for sentence 

continuations i.e. specific words, that were either less predictable (low cloze probability) or 

highly predictable (high cloze probability) given the overall context. They found that reading 

times for low cloze probability continuations (less predictable words) were longer compared 

to continuations that were in line with reader’s predictions. For our experiment (Experiment 

2), we assume that readers can infer the emotional content of the text, and therefore are able to 

predict text continuations containing an explicit emotion word that is in line with the emotional 

valence of the text (i.e. a negative word for a negative text). Continuations that are not in line 

with the emotional context (positive emotion words) should therefore lead to mismatch effects. 

If our prediction holds true, the mismatch effect should be particularly strong for the personal 

perspective including the pronoun you, due to stronger mental representations of the emotional 

valence that were build up during reading. 
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Experiment 1 

Method 

Participants 

Thirty-six native speakers of English were recruited using the subject pool of the 

University of Sussex. Due to technical problems, the data of one participant could not be used 

for further analyses. Their age ranged from 18 - 33 years (M = 22.31, SD = 3.27). Participants 

were blind to the purpose of the study and did not have any reading disorders. The research 

was approved by the Sciences & Technology Cross-Schools Research Ethics Committee C-

REC, University of Sussex. 

Items 

 Twenty-four text passages were generated consisting of 5-9 sentences. In each passage 

characters experienced an event, giving the reader an impression of their feelings and emotions. 

The last sentence of each passage contained the explicit emotion word, which matched the 

implicit emotion of the associate character in the preceding text. 

 Twelve items described a character experiencing a positive situation, the other half 

described a negative situation in view of the character. There were two versions of each 

passage, one written in the second person singular (you) perspective (ex. 1a) and the other 

written in the third person (ex. 1b), containing a proper name and pronouns he/she to refer to 

the character. 

Example 1:  

1a: ‘You’ perspective: With a full bag in your hand, you make your way home. It feels quite 

heavy, but that does not really matter. You had assumed that you would have to spend so 

much more today. You had been trying to save up for a while, and this was a real bargain. 

You look at your bag with great satisfaction. 

1b: ‘He/She’ perspective: With a full bag in his hand, Peter makes his way home. It feels 
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quite heavy, but that does not really matter. He had assumed that he would have to spend so 

much more today. He had been trying to save up for a while, and this was a real bargain. He 

looks at his bag with great satisfaction. 

 For the third person perspective, there were equal numbers of passages with female and 

male protagonists. After each item, participants were asked to rate their own emotional state 

(positive vs. negative) after reading the text. Ratings were given on a 10-point scale from 

negative (1) to positive (10).1 

Design 

 The main focus of the experiment was to investigate perspective effects on processing. 

In line with this aim, the first of the two factors included in the 2 x 2 design was perspective 

(onlooker him/her versus personal you). Second, we counterbalanced texts and compared 

perspective effects along emotional valence (negative versus positive). Two lists were created 

containing equal numbers of second and third person perspective items. Therefore, each 

participant read 12 items per condition, half of them presented a positive, and the other half a 

negative, emotion. Across the experiment, texts were counterbalanced by perspective, valence 

and gender of the character. 

 In addition to the experimental items, we included 24 additional distractor passages that 

included emotional information about characters.  Distractors were texts of a similar length and 

written in third (‘he/she’) or first (’I’) person perspectives in order to conceal the experimental 

manipulation. The distractor items were the same or similar to those in the studies reported by 

Gygax et al. (2003), with the personal pronouns changed from third to first person and/or 

shortened. In contrast to the experimental items, the final sentence of the fillers did not contain 

an explicit emotion and the texts were therefore more ambiguous. 

                                                 
1 A full list of items is provided in the appendix. In addition, items were rated along their emotionality and 

sensibility. For more details see appendix (emotionality and sensibility ratings). 
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Procedure 

 The texts were presented using the computer software E-prime 2.0 (Schneider, Eschman 

& Zuccolotto, 2012) on a PC screen (Dell, 17 inches; white background with font size 24 and 

black font colour).  They appeared in a different random order for each participant. Reading 

times for each sentence as well as final responses were recorded. 

 After an introduction and three practice trials, the main text passages were presented 

sentence by sentence.  After having read the final sentence, participants typed in their self-

rating i.e. the number rating their own emotion. After the response, the next trial began 

following a two second break. 

Results 

Reading times 

 We entered all the reading time data for each sentence in every experimental item and 

from all participants into the analysis. Before the analysis, 2.33% of the data, outliers 2.5 

standard deviations below or above the mean reading times per sentence, were removed for 

each participant (means were calculated from remaining items). 

 The reading times were analysed using linear mixed effect models. A natural log 

transformation was performed in order to normalise the data. We accounted for length effects 

of different passages by regressing (log) reading times against the number of characters per 

sentence. These regressions were calculated by participant. As a result, log-residual reading 

times with a mean (intercept) of zero (per participant) were entered into the analyses.  

 The data were analysed using R (version 0.99.893; packages: lme4, Bates, Maechler, 

Bolker & Walker, 2016, lmerTest, Kuznetsova, Brockhoff & Christensen, 2015, for linear 

mixed effect modelling with Satterthwaite approximations for the degrees of freedom and 

lsmeans, Lenth, 2016, for least-squares means contrasts). Perspective as well as valence were 

included as fixed-effects into the analysis using deviation coding. In addition, we also included 
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participants and items with random intercepts2 and slopes into the mixed models. For parameter 

reports, we used the default restricted maximum likelihood estimations provided by the lme4 

package. In order to decide the best model fit, the AIC (Akaike Information Criterion, Bates, 

2010) was calculated (only for models meeting the convergence criteria). Also, following Bates 

(2015) we checked model fit via screeplots of Principal Component Analyses (PCA) of the 

related sets of random-effects (associated with participants and with items) with the help of the 

RePsychLing package (Baayen, Bates, Kliegl & Vasishth, 2015). We decided on, and report, 

models that met the convergence criterion, that generated lowest AIC scores, and did not show 

signs of overparameterization (and, hence, overfitting) in the PCA analysis (Bates, Kliegl, 

Vasishth & Baayen, 2015). For reading times, the final model included random intercepts of 

participants and items, but not random slopes (due to lowest AIC scores).  

 The analysis revealed an effect of perspective on reading times (see Table 1). 

[Table 1 about here] 

Participants were slower when reading about another character (third person perspective: M = 

2282, SD = 1346) than when reading a text about themselves (second person: M = 2193, SD = 

1277). The analysis did not reveal a main effect of valence (see Table 1). Participants read 

negative and positive texts equally quickly (positive: M = 2276, SD = 1320; negative: M = 

2195, SD = 1303). 

 An interaction of valence and perspective was found (see Table 1). For items describing 

negative emotions, there was no reading time difference (t = 0.32, p > 0.1) between second (M 

= 2194, SD = 1270) and third (M = 2206, SD = 1336) person perspectives. However, for 

positive emotions, reading times were faster for passages that were written from a personal 

perspective (M = 2201, SD = 1284) than from an onlooker perspective (M = 2350, SD = 1351; 

                                                 
2 Because of known, and unresolved, problems in the reporting of parameter estimates for lmer models with no 

random intercepts (see Walker, 2014; Bolker, 2013), we focused on models that included random intercepts. For 

the RT data estimates of the variability of the intercepts for participants were correct at 0. 
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t(4408) = 3.73, p < .001; see Figure 1).  

[Figure 1 about here] 

Hence, perspective effects were found to be valence specific and only evident for positive texts. 

Emotion ratings 

 Similar to reading times, perspective and valence were included as fixed factors for the 

analysis of emotional ratings. Random intercepts for participants and items were also included. 

The PCA (Baayen et al., 2015) indicated overparameterization in the maximum model 

(including random slopes for both effects and their interaction). Therefore, the model with 

random intercepts only is reported.   

 For the self-ratings of emotions we found differences between negatively and positively 

valenced texts (see Table 2) with the readers’ own emotional states being rated more positively 

for positive (M = 6.93, SD = 1.75) than negative texts (M = 3.33, SD = 1.38).  Self-ratings were 

only marginally affected by perspective (see Table 2) with emotions being rated as marginally 

more positive for the personal perspective (M = 5.25, SD = 2.48) than for the onlooker 

perspective (M = 5.16, SD 2.31). 

[Table 2 about here] 

 The analysis revealed an interaction between perspective and valence for self-reported 

emotions (see Table 2). Again, least-squares pairwise comparisons were used. Participants 

gave similar ratings for both perspectives when they were presented with a negative emotion 

(‘he/she’: M = 3.36, SD = 1.29; ‘you’: M = 3.30, SD = 1.46; t = 1.08, p > 0.1), but they gave 

higher ratings for the second person perspective you (M = 7.04, SD = 1.77) than for the third 

person perspective (M = 6.82, SD = 1.73) when reading about a positive emotion (perspective 

effect for positive emotion: (t(4335) = 3.67, p < .001, see Figure 2). 

[Figure 2 about here] 

Similar to reading times, perspective effects were only evident for texts including positive 



 16 

emotional information. Both sets of analyses of reading times and self-ratings showed evidence 

of an interaction between perspective and valence that indicate a stronger engagement with 

texts in the personal perspective particularly for positive texts. 

Discussion 

 We investigated whether the perspective taken when reading a text influences 

comprehension, and in particular the processing of emotional information. Reading times were 

measured for text passages describing either a negative or positive emotion and presented from 

either the second person ‘you’ or third person ‘he/she’ perspective. Participants also rated their 

affective response from negative to positive on a scale from 1 – 10. They read faster overall 

when reading a text that was written from a personal perspective (you) as compared to passages 

presenting another character (onlooker perspective). Also, emotional responses differed for the 

positive texts, in that participants rated their own feelings as more positive after reading a text 

presented in a personal perspective than one presented from the onlooker perspective. 

 These findings for positive (happy) items were in line with our predictions (see Ruby and 

Decety, 2001). The results demonstrate that readers are more engaged with positive events 

described in text when they experience them from their own viewpoint, i.e. when they take the 

agentive perspective.  

 In contrast to positive items, no perspective effect was found for negative texts. Reading 

times were similar regardless of perspective. This result was not predicted, but may be 

explained on the basis that readers effectively try to protect themselves from negative emotions, 

and are more resistant to imagining themselves as the agent of the situation. Therefore, they do 

not engage more with the text that is presented from a personal perspective as compared to a 

text that is presented from an onlooker perspective. Our reading time results are also reflected 

in the self-ratings of emotions. Similar to Brunyé et al. (2001) readers gave higher emotional 

ratings for the personal perspective, but only for positive items. Again, this shows that they 
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simulate the situation and, therefore, experience the emotion more intensively when they are 

put in the perspective of the agent. However, we found that this is not the case for negative 

texts, which indicates that readers are reluctant to simulate negative situations (from the 

perspective of the agent) leading to negative affective responses. 

 This experiment showed that readers are influenced by the perspective they take during 

reading, but the picture is not yet complete. It seems that readers prefer positive emotional 

information when they experience a situation from the personal perspective. We further want 

to investigate whether a stronger engagement with the text, due to perspective (and valence) 

also affects the strength of the mental representation that includes the implicit emotional 

information extracted from the text. 

 To test the effects of perspective on the salience of mental representations we conducted 

a second experiment. In addition to the manipulation of the perspective, we employed a 

match/mismatch paradigm, similar to that used in previous studies (e.g. Gernsbacher et al., 

1992; Gygax et al., 2003). We used passages similar to those in Experiment 1, except that the 

explicit emotion at the end of the text either matched or mismatched the emotion implicit in 

the earlier part of the text.  We predicted that readers would anticipate text continuations with 

emotion words that are in line with the emotional inference made from the text (Van Berkum 

et al., 2005) and slow down when they encountered an emotional mismatch regardless of 

perspective (Gernsbacher et al., 1992, Gygax et al., 2003). However, we also predicted that 

participants would react more strongly (with slower reading times) to emotional 

inconsistencies when they experienced the text from their own perspective. This would show 

that engagement with a situation in text that is described from a personal perspective is 

strengthened, and that the emotional information within the text becomes more salient.  
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Experiment 2 

Method 

Participants 

Eighty participants were recruited at the University of Sussex, using the School of 

Psychology’s subject pool. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 – 46 years with M = 20.58 and 

SD = 3.64. None of the participants had taken part in Study 1 or were aware of the study’s 

purpose. Participants who had any reading disorders or problems were excluded from the study. 

The research was approved by the Sciences & Technology Cross-Schools Research Ethics 

Committee C-REC, University of Sussex. 

Items 

We used the same passages as in Experiment 1. In contrast to Experiment 1, this study 

included a match/mismatch condition with regard to the emotion word in the final sentence of 

the text. Therefore, half of the explicit emotion words (12 items) mentioned in the last sentence 

matched the context of the passage overall (ex. 2a, similar to Experiment 1). For the other half 

(12 items), the final explicit emotion mismatched the emotion implicitly described before. 

Mismatching emotion words (ex. 2b) represented an emotion opposite to that implied by the 

context. 

Example 2: 

2a: Match (‘he/she’): With a full bag in his hand, Peter makes his way home. It feels quite 

heavy, but that does not really matter. He had assumed that he would have to spend so much 

more today. He had been trying to save up for a while, and this was a real bargain. He looks 

at his bag with great satisfaction. 

2b: Mismatch (‘you’): With a full bag in your hand, you make your way home. It feels quite 

heavy, but that does not really matter. You had assumed that you would have to spend so 
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much more today. You had been trying to save up for a while, and this was a real bargain. 

You look at your bag with great discontentment.3 

Design 

The study had a 2 x 2 design (perspective: you/ he/she; match/mismatch of emotion). 

Following a Latin Square Design, four lists were created, with each item occurring in one 

condition and once per list. There were six items in each of the main experimental conditions 

in each list. Moreover, 24 filler items (the same as in Experiment 1, Gygax et al., 2003) were 

included to distract participants from the study’s purpose. Filler items did not include a 

match/mismatch manipulation, but the final sentence was ambiguous. 

Procedure 

The procedure was the same as for Experiment 1. Items were presented sentence by 

sentence on a Dell monitor (17 inches) in black on white background with font size 24 using 

the E-Prime 2.0 software (Schneider, Eschman & Zuccolotto, 2012). Reading times were 

recorded for each sentence. After each passage, participants rated how the text made them feel 

on a scale from 1 – 10 (1 negative, 10 positive). 

Results 

Reading times  

We analysed reading times for the last sentence, which included the explicit emotion 

and at which match and mismatch effects occurred. As in experiment 1, we applied a natural-

log transformation to reading times (due to a negative skew in the data), performed an outlier 

removal and calculated log residual reading times per character (including spaces) for each last 

sentence of the passage, and for each participant separately, using linear regression. Data points 

(logarithmic reading times for the last sentence) with a standard deviation of more than 2.5 

from the mean per participant were removed, which led to the exclusion of 1.30% of the data. 

                                                 
3 For list of items and emotionality/sensibility rating analyses see appendix  
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For the remaining data, we compared reading times per sentence for fixed factors including the 

perspective (personal or onlooker), emotional matches or mismatches between the explicit 

emotion and the main body of the text, and valence of the text (negative or positive) using 

deviation coding. The analysis with linear mixed effect models followed the same procedure 

as in Experiment 1 (using the REML default in lme4, Bates et al., 2016, and Satterthwaite 

approximations, lmerTest, Kuznetsova et al., 2015). Again, model fit was assessed by the AIC 

as well as by the PCA method suggested by Baayen et al. (2015), provided that models were 

not subject to convergence errors. Hence, the final model reported in this analysis contained 

random intercepts for both participants and items.4 Pairwise comparisons are reported using 

the lsmeans package (Lenth, 2016). 

We found an overall main effect of emotional (in-)consistency (see Table 3). 

[Table 3 about here] 

Reading times for the last sentence were longer when the emotion presented after the 

main text did not match the emotion implicit in the earlier part of the text (Mismatch: M = 

2524, SD = 1391; Match: M = 1857, SD = 837). We did not find main effects of perspective or 

valence (Table 3). However, we found a three-way interaction of the fixed factors 

(Match/Mismatch, Perspective and Valence) that were included in the analysis (Table 3). 

Pairwise comparisons revealed that for negative texts, emotional match/mismatch effects were 

stronger in the personal perspective (you: t(1865) = 12.71, p < 0.001) than in the onlooker 

perspective (he/she: t(1864) = 3.86, p < 0.001). As can also be seen in Figure 3, this interaction 

was not evident for positive texts, for which match/mismatch effects were similar in both 

perspectives (you: t(1867) = 5.62, p < 0.001; he/she: t(1867) = 10.96, p < 0.001). 

[Figure 3 about here] 

                                                 
4 The majority of models including random slopes and interactions of slopes were subject to convergence issues 

or were overfitted (Baayen et al., 2015).   
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Hence, reading time differences between emotional matches and mismatches were 

found to be particularly strong when participants were presented with negative texts and 

engaged with the text from a personal perspective. 

Emotional Responses  

As with previous models, we used convergence, AIC and PCA criteria to assess best 

model fit. The final model included emotional match/mismatch, perspective and valence as 

fixed effects, random intercepts and slopes for perspective and match/mismatch for participants 

and random intercepts and slopes for perspective for items. 

[Table 4 about here] 

For the self-ratings of emotions we found main effects of match (M = 5.32, SD = 2.61) 

vs. mismatch (M = 4.91, SD = 2.65) (see Table 4). Also, the interaction between the match/ 

mismatch variable and the valence was significant (see Table 4). With positively-valenced 

texts, participants reported feeling more positive when the emotion word matched the overall 

context of the text (t(372) = 7.56 , p = 0.001; emotion match: M = 6.29, SD = 2.38; emotion 

mismatch: M = 5.24, SD = 2.92). Whereas for negative texts, they reported more positive 

feelings when the negative text was followed by a positive emotion word (t(372) = 3.07, p = 

0.002; emotion match: M = 4.36, SD = 2.47; emotion mismatch: M = 4.59, SD = 2.29).  

We did not find a main effect in relation to perspective, but an interaction between 

perspective and match/mismatch was evident (see Table 4). This interaction rose because the 

differences between the ratings for emotional matches and mismatches were only evident in 

the personal perspective (t(371) = 5.21, p < 0.001) with more negative ratings for emotional 

mismatches (M = 4.96, SD = 3.30) and more positive ratings for emotional matches (M = 5.47, 

SD = 2.74). The effect of match/mismatch was not evident for the onlooker perspective (t(391) 

= 0.72, p > 0.1; emotional mismatches: M = 4.87, SD = 1.76; emotional matches: M = 5.17, SD 

= 2.46). 
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Discussion 

Experiment 2 explored whether a reader’s perspective influences the strength of their 

representation of a character’s emotional state. We tested whether readers react more strongly 

to mismatching information when they experience the text from their own perspective than 

from an onlooker perspective. It was found that reading times for the last sentence were similar 

for both perspectives when the explicit emotion matched the emotional valence of the main 

text. However, findings revealed that when the final emotion word mismatched the previous 

context, reading times were slower for the personal perspective. 

We found that, for both perspectives, participants built up a mental representation 

including information of an emotional nature. Match and mismatch effects demonstrated that 

participants were able to map consistent emotional information onto their mental representation 

of the text (Gygax et al. 2003; Rapp & van den Broek, 2005), and that new information that 

was not in line with readers’ predictions leads to processing difficulties (Van Berkum et al. 

2005), regardless of whether they experience the text form a personal or onlooker viewpoint.  

We predicted that mismatch effects would be evident for both perspectives, but that 

they would be stronger for the personal ‘you’ perspective. Our findings were mostly in line 

with our predictions. We found a perspective effect only when the emotional word was 

inconsistent with the emotion suggested in the text, with longer reading times for the personal 

perspective. We assume that when readers process texts that are presented from a personal 

perspective, they are better at simulating the situation described in the text and engage more 

with the affective state that is presented in the context. This deeper engagement leads to more 

detailed (stronger) mental representations of the implicit emotional information and therefore 

to stronger mismatch effects when new information does not match the context (Gygax et al., 

2003).  
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With regard to reading times, this effect was, however, specific to texts describing a 

negative situation. Whereas mismatch effects for the third person perspective were less 

pronounced (they did not react very strongly to positive information following a negative text), 

readers seemed to have problems with the integration of positive information that mismatched 

a negative text when they took the agent perspective. There is a wealth of evidence that negative 

emotions in text lead to stronger empathic responses in the reader and that more empathic 

readers prefer negative stories (Kidd & Castano, 2013; Altmann et al., 2012; Keen, 2006). This 

valence effect, together with a generally stronger engagement caused by the personal 

perspective can explain our findings and the particularly strong inconsistency effects for 

negatively valenced texts. When readers image the stories from their own perspective, and 

imagine (simulate) their emotional responses to a negative situation, a sudden shift to a positive 

emotion leads to longer processing times because the final explicit emotion is not in line with 

the overall emotional experience. However, in the third person perspective, where the text is 

about a different character, an emotional shift might be perceived as more likely (due to the 

unpredictability of the other character and the lower degree of emotional simulation). 

In line with the reading time results, we found consistent mismatch effects when we 

asked readers for their self-assessed emotional ratings. Our findings provide evidence that 

readers simulate the emotion of the text more strongly when emotional information is 

consistent throughout the text (whether positive or negative) and when the text is presented 

from a personal perspective. 

The results from in Experiment 2 are consistent with our predictions, and provide 

evidence that mental representations are stronger when readers access the text from a personal 

point of view. This finding is reflected in stronger inconsistency effects (when the emotion 

word mismatched the implicit emotion in text) for the second person ‘you’ perspective, though 

specifically for negatively valenced texts. The inconsistency effect (for negative items) was 



 24 

less pronounced for the third person perspective than for the personal perspective. We 

concluded that participants might be more open to emotional changes when they were not 

encouraged to identify closely with another character, therefore the emotional experiences of 

the (other) character are less predictable and readers have fewer difficulties in processing 

mismatching emotional information (especially from negative to positive). However, as 

representations are stronger for the personal perspective, emotional changes are more difficult 

to accommodate. 

Conclusion 

Our studies suggest that representations of emotional situations are influenced by the 

perspective taken during reading. Experiment 1 tested whether online processing is affected 

when readers read from a personal perspective. We found that positive events are more readily 

processed when readers read from their own perspective. Negative events were read at a similar 

rate regardless of perspective, which indicates that readers are less likely to engage with 

negative events even from a personal perspective. Experiment 2 tested the strength and depth 

of mental representations built up from different perspectives by employing a match/ mismatch 

paradigm (Gygax et al., 2003). In the match condition readers were able to map an explicit 

emotion to the implicitly described emotion and its mental representation for both perspectives. 

However, in the mismatch condition, readers reacted more strongly to inconsistent information 

when they read from a personal perspective. This suggests that they internalised the emotional 

valence of the text more deeply when the pronoun ‘you’ instead of ‘he/she’ was used. The 

interaction between perspective and the match and mismatch condition was qualified by the 

valence of the text. Difficulties with integrating inconsistent information were particularly 

evident for the personal perspective when reading negative texts. Therefore, we suggest that 

the readers’ engagement with the text is particularly strong when reading as though from their 

own perspective in a negative situation. We conclude that the personal perspective makes 
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readers more sensitive to emotional inconsistencies and the emotional valence of a text, and 

therefore emotional changes are harder to process. Conversely, the onlooker perspective might 

cause readers to be more tolerant of mismatching information as emotions of another character 

are less predictable compared to one’s own.  

Our experiments showed that the perspective from which readers access a text 

influences not only offline (Brunyé et al., 2009, 2011) but also online measures. In the second 

person ‘you’ perspective we found a greater ease of processing but a higher sensitivity to 

inconsistent emotional information. These findings are in line with and extend research 

investigating relationships and overlaps between readers’ and characters’ emotions (Dijkstra 

et al., 1995). Future research might investigate whether readers who are more empathic by 

nature are more able to engage in perspective taking i.e. whether perspective effects are 

affected by an individual’s ability to understand characters’ emotions more generally. Hartung 

et al. (2017) suggested that perspective taking during comprehension is not necessarily linked 

to the pronouns used in the text, but to the readers’ preference to adopt an enactor’s or 

observer’s point of view. Also, Brunyé et al. (2016) found evidence of individual differences 

in response to different pronouns on reading comprehension. Future studies might therefore 

explore a reader’s predisposition or ability to take a certain perspective during reading and 

explore whether these tendencies affect the engagement with text in relation to the pronoun 

you. For example, readers could be asked to respond to some trait measures that assess their 

abilities to engage with text and understand other’s emotions (e.g. theory of mind skills, e.g. 

Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, & Plumb, 2001) and their ability to mirror emotions 

in text (affective empathy, e.g. Johnson, 2012). It would be interesting to explore whether these 

trait measures are related to readers’ sensitivity to perspective cues in text. 

Also, given the differences between emotional match and mismatch in the different 

perspectives, it would be interesting to explore the ease with which readers accommodate 
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emotional changes within the character, and whether it depends on the direction of the change 

(as defined by valence). Moreover, we explored the relationship between readers’ and 

characters’ emotions in just one direction (character to reader). It would also be interesting to 

assess whether readers’ emotions influence their interpretation of emotional situations 

described in a text. 
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Table 1: LMM Coefficients and effects of Perspective and Valence on Reading Times, 

Experiment 1 

 

    Residual Reading Times 

    B CI p 

Fixed Effects 

(Intercept)   -0.00 -0.02 – 0.02 .963 

Perspective1   0.01 0.00 – 0.02 .019 

Valence1   -0.01 -0.03 – 0.02 .547 

Perspective1:Valence1   -0.02 -0.03 – -0.00 .005 

Random Effects 

σ2   0.132 

τ00, Part   0.000 

τ00, Item   0.002 

NPart   35 

NItem   24 

ICCPart   0.000 

ICCItem   0.019 

Observations   4431 

R2 / Ω0
2   .025 / .024 
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Table 2: LMM Coefficients and effects of Perspective and Valence on Self-Ratings of 

Emotions, Experiment 1 

 

    Self-Ratings of Emotions 

    B CI P 

Fixed Parts 

(Intercept)   5.11 4.85 – 5.38 <.001 

Perspective1   -0.04 -0.08 – 0.00 .078 

Valence1   -1.79 -1.97 – -1.60 <.001 

Perspective1:Valence1   0.07 0.03 – 0.11 <.001 

Random Parts 

σ2   2.021 

τ00, Part   0.325 

τ00, Item   0.200 

NPart   35 

NItem   24 

ICCPart   0.128 

ICCItem   0.079 

Observations   4392 

R2 / Ω0
2   .652 / .652 

 

 

  



 32 

Table 3: LMM Coefficients and effects of Match, Perspective and Valence on Reading 

Times, Experiment 2 

 

    Residual Reading Times 

    B CI p 

Fixed Parts 

(Intercept)   0.00 -0.03 – 0.03 .977 

Perspective1   0.01 -0.01 – 0.03 .355 

Match1   0.12 0.11 – 0.14 <.001 

Valence1   0.00 -0.02 – 0.02 .812 

Perspective1:Match1   -0.01 -0.03 – 0.00 .103 

Perspective1:Valence1   -0.00 -0.02 – 0.02 .978 

Match1:Valence1   -0.00 -0.02 – 0.01 .656 

Perspective1:Match1:Valence1   -0.02 -0.04 – -0.01 .008 

Random Parts 

σ2   0.107 

τ00, Subject   0.000 

τ00, Exp   0.005 

NSubject   80 

NExp   24 

ICCSubject   0.000 

ICCExp   0.045 

Observations   1895 

R2 / Ω0
2   .187 / .186 
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Table 4: LMM Coefficients and effects of Match, Perspective and Valence on Self-Ratings of 

Emotions, Experiment 2 

 

    Self-Ratings of Emotions 

    B CI p 

Fixed Parts 

(Intercept)   5.15 4.53 – 5.78 <.001 

Perspective1   -0.04 -0.20 – 0.11 .573 

Match1   -0.18 -0.30 – -0.06 .004 

Valence1   0.01 -0.15 – 0.18 .861 

Perspective1:Match1   0.24 0.14 – 0.35 <.001 

Perspective1:Valence1   0.09 -0.06 – 0.23 .244 

Match1:Valence1   0.43 0.33 – 0.54 <.001 

Perspective1:Match1:Valence1   0.04 -0.08 – 0.16 .532 

Random Parts 

σ2   4.096 

τ00, Part   0.158 

τ00, Exp   2.322 

ρ01   -0.526 

NPart   79 

NExp   24 

ICCPart   0.024 

ICCExp   0.353 

Observations   1891 

R2 / Ω0
2   .443 / .441 
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Figure 1: Reading times for different valences (negative/ positive) in each perspective 

Figure 2: Self-Ratings of Emotions for perspectives (personal/onlooker) and valences 

(negative/positive) 

Figure 3: Three-way Interaction between and Effects of Match/Mismatch, Perspective and 

Valence on Reading Times 
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Appendix 

Items 

1. It is early in the morning. The alarm clock rings relentlessly. You have had a rough night 

again, waking up several times. Grumbling you make your way to the bathroom and take a 

look at yourself in the mirror. Bags under your eyes reflect the fact that you haven’t slept 

normally for days. The thought of going to work today makes you feel exhausted/elated. 

 

It is early in the morning. The alarm clock rings relentlessly. Rebecca has had a rough night 

again, waking up several times. Grumbling she makes her way to the bathroom and takes a 

look at herself in the mirror. Bags under her eyes reflect the fact that she hasn’t slept 

normally for days. The thought of going to work today makes her feel exhausted/elated.  

 

2. With a full bag in your hand, you make your way home. It feels quite heavy, but that does 

not really matter. You had assumed that you would have to spend so much more today. You 

had been trying to save up for a while, and got some real bargains. You look at your bag with 

great satisfaction/discontentment. 

 

With a full bag in his hand, Peter makes his way home. It feels quite heavy, but that does not 

really matter. He had assumed that he would have to spend so much more today. He had been 

trying to save up for a while, and got some real bargains. He looks at his bag with great 

satisfaction/discontentment.  

 

3. You have not been out of the house for quite a while. There is no one around to meet and 

you do not have any idea what to do with the day. You look at some pictures of some friends 

and some nice times. You look around the room, which seems now more empty and bigger 

than usual. Looking at the pictures makes you feel more lonelier/loved.  

 

Sarah has not been out of the house for quite a while. There is no one around to meet and she 

does not have any idea what to do with the day. She looks at some pictures of some friends 

and some nice times. She looks around the room, which seems now more empty and bigger 

than usual. Looking at the pictures makes her feel more lonelier/loved.  

 

4. You had to wait for four years until the next world cup finally started. Today is the first 

game and you have invited some of your friends to cheer for your team together. You have 

hung up flags of different countries, you took part in some bets to guess who is going to win 

and you planned on doing themed evenings depending on who is playing. Passionately/ Half-

heartedly you set up the screen so everyone can see the match.  

 

Earl had to wait for four years until the next world cup finally started. Today is the first game 

and he has invited some of his friends to cheer for his team together. He has hung up flags of 

different countries, he took part in some bets to guess who is going to win and he planned on 

doing themed evenings depending on who is playing. Passionately/Half-heartedly he sets up 

the screen so everyone can see the match.  

 

5. With a short scream, you wake up.   It has been a long time since you last remembered a 

dream. You feel the cold sweat on your forehead. You had been trying to fight a dark creature 

but suddenly a chase began and you had nowhere to go. The last thing you can remember is 

the fall into complete darkness. Thinking about the dream leaves you troubled/calm.  
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With a short scream, Leona wakes up.   It has been a long time since she last remembered a 

dream. She feels the cold sweat on her forehead. She had been trying to fight a dark creature 

but suddenly a chase began and she had nowhere to go. The last thing she can remember is 

the fall into complete darkness. Thinking about the dream leaves her troubled/calm. 

 

6. Today is the first day you can finally stay at home without any interruptions. In the last 

weeks you have not had a minute for yourself. Today, nobody will disturb you, and you do 

not have to go anywhere. You longed for this day and finally it is here. Sitting on the sofa 

you could not be more relaxed/tense. 

 

Today is the first day James can finally stay at home without any interruptions. In the last 

weeks he has not had a minute for himself. Today, nobody will disturb him, and he does not 

have to go anywhere. He longed for this day and finally it is here. Sitting on the sofa he could 

not be more relaxed/tense.  

 

7. You just want to forget this day! You cannot believe that all the people in the city have 

seen you running around like a moron. Even worse, it had to be your colleague telling you 

that you should check what was stuck on your back. You really do not want to go to work 

tomorrow.   The situation couldn’t have been more embarrassing/pleasant for you. 

 

Mary just want to forget this day! She cannot believe that all the people in the city have seen 

her running around like a moron. Even worse, it had to be her colleague telling her that she 

should check what was stuck on her back. She really does not want to go to work tomorrow.   

The situation couldn’t have been more embarrassing/pleasant for her. 

 

8. At least 10 people have already congratulated Marvin on his success today. He knows that 

there are many more to come. Everyone has said something very nice and they seem very 

impressed. It is good to know that his efforts are appreciated and admired. The result and the 

reactions today make him incredibly proud/ashamed. 

 

At least 10 people have already congratulated you on your success today. You know that 

there are many more to come. Everyone has said something very nice and they seem very 

impressed. It is good to know that your efforts are appreciated and admired. The result and 

the reactions today make you incredibly proud/ashamed.  

 

9. You cannot believe that it is happening again. Only last week you had trouble finding the 

keys. Today you have already been searching for two hours, but still no sign of them. You 

were sure you left them in their usual spot. Not having found anything, you feel 

frustrated/satisfied. 

 

Roberta cannot believe that it is happening again. Only last week she had trouble finding the 

keys. Today she has already been searching for two hours, but still no sign of them. She was 

sure she left them in their usual spot. Not having found anything she feels frustrated/satisfied.  

 

10. It was a perfect day. Yesterday, you were not sure how the meeting would turn out. You 

were prepared, but knew that some topics were more controversial than others. Now, you 

realise that it went better than you could have imagined. All the tension is now forgotten. For 

you, this moment of relief/distress is intense. 
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It was a perfect day. Yesterday, Thomas was not sure how the meeting would turn out. He 

was prepared, but knew that some topics were more controversial than others. Now, he 

realises that it went better than he could have imagined. All the tension is now forgotten. For 

him, this moment of relief/distress is intense. 

 

11. You have never read a book that fast.   From the beginning, you could not put it down, 

because you empathise with the main character. You have been enjoying every minute of 

reading and shared every thrill described by the author. However, the death of the main 

character at the end was not only a surprise, but a disaster. After having closed the book, you 

feel miserable/cheerful. 

 

Maureen has never read a book that fast.   From the beginning, she could not put it down, 

because she empathises with the main character. She has been enjoying every minute of 

reading and shared every thrill described by the author. However, the death of the main 

character at the end was not only a surprise, but a disaster. After having closed the book, she 

feels miserable/cheerful. 

 

12. You cannot believe your eyes when you open the little box you just received in the post. 

You would never have expected such a great present. The small card attached to the parcel 

confirms that it is really for you, however it is not clear who would send such an amazing 

gift. You are sure you will find out very soon. Feeling excited/low, you try to call your best 

friend.  

 

Robert cannot believe his eyes when he opens the little box he just received in the post. He 

would never have expected such a great present. The small card attached to the parcel 

confirms that it is really for him, however it is not clear who would send such an amazing 

gift. He is sure he will find out very soon. Feeling excited/low, he tries to call his best friend.  

 

13. When you opened the fridge today, a very unusual smell filled the room. After some 

inspection, you find a piece of mouldy cheese at the back of the lowest level. It is 

unbelievable, as it must have been lying there for more than a month. The smell and the look 

make you feel disgusted/delighted by the prospect of lunch. 

 

When Connor opened the fridge today, a very unusual smell filled the room. After some 

inspection, he finds a piece of mouldy cheese at the back of the lowest level. It is 

unbelievable, as it must have been lying there for more than a month. The smell and the look 

make him feel disgusted/delighted by the prospect of lunch. 

 

14. For a month you had been hoping for some good weather to finally be able to go to the 

beach. Weather reports have been quite pessimistic so far, but for today they indicate a 

chance of a dry afternoon. The timing is perfect as it is a free day. After so much recent grey 

and rainy weather you hope that the forecasts hold true. Heading down to the beach you are 

very pleased/displeased to see the bright blue sky.  

 

For a month Renata had been hoping for some good weather to finally be able to go to the 

beach. Weather reports have been quite pessimistic so far, but for today they indicate a 

chance of a dry afternoon. The timing is perfect as it is a free day. After so much recent grey 

and rainy weather she hopes that the forecasts hold true. Heading down to the beach she is 

very pleased/displeased to see the bright blue sky. 
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15. Yesterday you got some really bad news. You still cannot believe that someone you know 

was involved in the accident that was reported on the radio. The news of her death hits you 

hard and you have to sit down. You are feeling paralysed by grief/joy.  

 

Yesterday Ron got some really bad news. He still cannot believe that someone he knows was 

involved in the accident that was reported on the radio. The news of her death hits him hard 

and he has to sit down. He is feeling paralysed by grief/joy.  

 

16. It is somehow sad that the holiday is over. However, you had such a long time off that 

you are thoroughly relaxed. In the last two days it was even a bit boring and you felt the need 

to be more active again. Today you will be going back to your normal routine. You are 

looking forward to see your friends and colleagues and you are sure you will be very 

productive. Motivated/Uninspired, you get out of bed to start the day. 

 

It is somehow sad that the holiday is over. However, Penny had such a long time off that she 

is thoroughly relaxed. In the last two days it was even a bit boring and she felt the need to be 

more active again. Today she will be going back to her normal routine. She is looking 

forward to see her friends and colleagues and she is sure she will be very productive. 

Motivated/Uninspired, she gets out of bed to start the day.  

 

17. The pain was just too intense. First you thought that you could ignore it but now you are 

not able to concentrate on anything else. The headache started early in the morning and just 

would not go away, despite painkillers. You feel it getting worse every minute. You are 

desperate/hopeful and consider going home. 

 

The pain was just too intense. First Walter thought that he could ignore it but now he is not 

able to concentrate on anything else. The headache started early in the morning and just 

would not go away, despite painkillers. He feels it getting worse every minute. He is 

desperate/hopeful and considers going home.  

 

18. Finally it is done. The last boxes are now in your new flat. You were looking forward to 

moving for a while and you found the right place. Your only worry was the move itself. It 

had to be done in only one day and you had more stuff than you expected at first. Without 

your helpers you could not have done it. Everyone worked hard and carried the boxes. Some 

even brought tools and cars to make everything easier. Full of gratitude/resentment, you look 

at the pile of boxes in the room. 

 

Finally it is done. The last boxes are now in her new flat. Fiona was looking forward to 

moving for a while and she found the right place. Her only worry was the move itself. It had 

to be done in only one day and she had more stuff than you expected at first. Without her 

helpers she could not have done it. Everyone worked hard and carried the boxes. Some even 

brought tools and cars to make everything easier. Full of gratitude/resentment, she looks at 

the pile of boxes in the room. 

 

19. You cannot wait to hear the final results. Nothing can put your mind at ease. The time just 

refuses to pass by. You were told you would get notified by the end of this afternoon and the 

clock is already approaching 5pm. You are getting more and more nervous/confident and it is 

too hard to keep sitting still. 
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Sebastian cannot wait to hear the final results. Nothing can put his mind at ease. The time just 

refuses to pass by. He was told he would get notified by the end of this afternoon and the 

clock is already approaching 5pm. He is getting more and more nervous/confident and it is 

too hard to keep sitting still.  

 

20. You are walking along the street and concentrating on what you want to buy from the 

shop. Suddenly someone calls your name from across the street. It is your best friend from 

school who you haven’t seen for ages. You moved away and after that you lost contact, but 

you always thought how nice it would be to catch up. Happily/Miserably, you cross the street 

to say hello.  

 

Jessica is walking along the street and concentrating on what she wants to buy from the shop. 

Suddenly someone calls her name from across the street. It is her best friend from school who 

she hasn’t seen for ages. She moved away and after that they lost contact, but she always 

thought how it would be to catch up. Happily/Miserably, she crosses the street to say hello.  

 

21. You knew that you would lose this round too. You were not in the mood to play this 

game anyway. It was clear that you could have stopped half way through, but you were made 

to keep on playing. What a waste of time. Angrily/Delighted, you put your last pieces back 

into the box. 

 

Will knew that he would lose this round too. He was not in the mood to play this game 

anyway. It was clear that he could have stopped half way through, but he was made to keep 

on playing. What a waste of time. Angrily/Delighted, he puts his last pieces back into the 

box.  

 

22. The last week of the month was quite hard to bear. With only a few pounds left in the 

bank you were quite tense whenever you looked at the price of something. But your situation 

changed drastically today, when you received your first pay-cheque. You look at your bank 

statement and find it hard to believe that the number displayed at the end of the paper refers 

to your account. Enthusiastically/Disappointedly, you plan how you are going to treat 

yourself. 

 

The last week of the month was quite hard to bear. With only a few pounds left in the bank 

Angela was quite tense whenever she looked at the price of something. But her situation 

changed drastically today, when she received her first pay-cheque. She looks at her bank 

statement and finds it hard to believe that the number displayed at the end of the paper refers 

to her account. Enthusiastically/Disappointedly, she plans how she is going to treat herself. 

 

23. You really don’t know what to do. You have been friends with this couple for a long time 

but now they have suddenly broken up. You knew they have had some problems before, but 

you did not realise that it was that serious. They do not talk anymore, and both have asked 

you to be on their side. But they also use you as a medium of communication. You feel like 

you will have to decide between them. Feeling conflicted/content, you look at old pictures of 

you all together.  

 

Samuel really doesn’t know what to do. He has been friends with this couple for a long time 

but now they have suddenly broken up. He knew they have had some problems before, but he 

did not realise that it was that serious. They do not talk anymore, and both have asked him to 

be on their side. But they also use him as a medium of communication. He feels like he will 
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have to decide between them. Feeling conflicted/content, he looks at old pictures of them all 

together.  

 

24. The time for being worried about failing is finally over. You make your way home and 

think of the long period spent taking lessons and practising. The first driving lessons were 

stressful and hard. Yesterday you were still worried about making a major mistake. However, 

today everything went smoothly and the driving instructor was very pleased. With your new 

licence in hand, you go home. You feel liberated/burdened by the events of the past hours. 

 

The time for being worried about failing is finally over. Sabrina makes her way home and 

thinks of the long period spent taking lessons and practising. The first driving lessons were 

stressful and hard. Yesterday she was still worried about making a major mistake. However, 

today everything went smoothly and the driving instructor was very pleased. With her new 

licence in hand, she goes home. She feels liberated/burdened by the events of the past hours. 
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Appendix 

Emotionality and Sensibility Ratings 

 

For emotionality, each list was rated by 5 different judges, all native speakers of 

English. Therefore, we obtained 5 ratings for each item, and each condition (perspective) 

separately.  Ratings were given on a 5-point scale from 1 (the text conveys a very negative 

emotion) to 5 (the text coveys a very positive emotion). 

Aggregated rating scores were analysed using t-tests. Emotionality ratings differed 

according to their valence: t(46) = 19.8, p < 0.001, with positive items being rated higher (more 

positive, M = 3.98, SD = 0.32) than negative items (M = 2.15, SD = 0.32). Ratings did not differ 

between perspectives (personal: M = 3.17, SD = 0.92; onlooker: M = 2.97, SD = 1.05). 

Cronbach’s alpha for the 48 items scale was 0.94. 

 

For sensibility, each list was rated by 5 judges (again all native speakers of English), so 

that five ratings were gained for each item in each condition, i.e. including an emotional 

match/mismatch and including the personal or onlooker perspective. Ratings were given on a 

5-point scale from -2 (the text is not coherent/sensible) to 2 (the text is very coherent/sensible). 

Sensibility ratings were not affected by valence (t = 1.33, p > 0.1; negative: M = 0.48, 

SD = 0.70; positive: M = 0.27, SD = 0.82) or by perspective (t = 1.12, p > 0.1; personal: M = 

0.46, SD = 0.78; onlooker: M = 0.28, SD = 0.76). Ratings were however affected by whether 

the emotion word in the final sentence matched the overall valence: t(94) = 16.76, p < .001 ; 

Match: M = 1.03, SD = 0.33; Mismatch: M = -0.29, SD = 0.44. Hence, judges rated texts with 

emotion words that corresponded to the overall emotion of the text as more coherent. For all 

96 items (including all conditions, i.e. match/mismatch and personal/onlooker perspective) 

Cronbach’s alpha was 0.96. 


