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This article reviews our experimental work about affective judgment in 
spatial context. This type of judgment serves to regulate one’s distance 
toward people and things in physical space. The main idea is that 
orienting in physical space requires not only knowing where places are 
but also how places feel. This, in turn, depends on the influence of 
people and things contained in space on one’s affective appraisal of the 
surroundings. Based on fundamental principles of social cognition, 
affective judgment in spatial context combines people’s beliefs about 
how influence unfolds into the surroundings with comparison, 
categorization and information integration processes. Out comes a 
subjective affective representation of physical space that is cognitively 
coherent within a given spatial frame of reference. I review our work 
according to main topics and discuss four possible directions for future 
research.
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Affective Judgment in Spatial Context: 

Orienting within Physical Spaces Containing People and Things

Abstract

This article reviews our experimental work about affective judgment in spatial 

context. This type of judgment serves to regulate one’s distance toward people and 

things in physical space. The main idea is that orienting in physical space requires 

not only knowing where places are but also how places feel. This, in turn, depends 

on the influence of people and things contained in space on one’s affective appraisal 

of the surroundings. Based on fundamental principles of social cognition, affective 

judgment in spatial context combines people’s beliefs about how influence unfolds 

into the surroundings with comparison, categorization and information integration 

processes. Out comes a subjective affective representation of physical space that is 

cognitively coherent within a given spatial frame of reference. I review our work 

according to main topics and discuss four possible directions for future research.

Key words: affect, judgment, distance regulation, assimilation and contrast, 

influence, comparison, information integration
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Affective Judgment in Spatial Context: 

Orienting within Physical Spaces Containing People and Things  

People live within physical spaces containing things, persons, and groups of people. 

Starting from decisions with fleeting consequences like finding the right seat in the 

subway or the right spot at the coffee break during a conference, to more major 

decisions like choosing the location of one’s home in a city, all these decisions 

involve regulating one’s distance toward people and things spatially distributed 

within the environment. To do this, people have to not only locate the elements 

contained in the spatial context but also judge whether it is appropriate and urgent 

for them to approach or avoid any of these elements, usually according to the 

hedonic principle of seeking pleasure and avoiding pain (Higgins & Nakkawita, 

2020). This amounts to judging how a specific destination makes them feel in terms 

of valence and arousal (Clore et al., 2001; Frijda et al., 1992; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). 

In effect, these so-called “affective judgments”*1 enable us to assess the world 

outside of ourselves in terms of utility (Clore & Schnall, 2005; Damasio, 1994), 

including anticipating future outcomes (Baumeister et al., 2007; Bechara et al., 1996; 

Slovic et al., 2007). They act as hedonic guides for navigating adaptively within our 

physical environment.

Affective judgments, however, do not occur in a vacuum, especially in a 

spatial context. They require tracking and integrating the affective value of multiple 

targets, as well as their respective influence on the surroundings. For instance, the 

1 Table 1 lists the definitions of all the concepts followed by an asterisk.
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cafeteria surroundings contain a number of people or things, each creating more or 

less attractive areas (e.g., the area around a disliked colleague or around the coffee 

machine). On a larger scale, every city contains deprived as well as wealthy places 

that may respectively depreciate or appreciate the surrounding neighborhoods. As, 

in space, everything is related to everything else (Tobler, 1970; Tversky, 2003), the 

affective value of each element depends on the interplay of all other values within 

the larger spatial context. Thus, the affective value people attach to each element 

forms part of a larger “affective field.”* Just like magnetic fields orient the movement 

of magnetic particles, it can be argued that affective fields orient individuals in 

physical space. 

The study of affective judgment in spatial context endeavors to explain how 

people construct these affective fields. This is important for both applied and 

theoretical reasons. On the applied side, it could help to understand the underlying 

affective currents that create spiraling real-world problems like gentrification or 

residential segregation; all phenomena that typically emerge when large numbers of 

people share similar representations of the affective field pertaining to an area. More 

generally, it could help to predict individual people’s movements, how groups of 

people will self-organize in space, as well as the changes in the spatial context that 

would influence that self-organization.

On the theoretical side, affective judgment in spatial context is part of an 

emerging line of inquiry in social psychology about how locations, places or the 

larger spatial context influence both judgment and behavior (see the “Psychology of 

places” EASP symposium, 2021; Blaison, 2021). Fellow researchers study how space-
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focused stereotypes develop (Bonam et al., 2017), how stable contexts like cities or 

nations shape individual implicit prejudice (Payne et al., 2017), how regional 

disparities in racial bias influence discrimination (Hehman et al., 2017; Riddle & 

Sinclair, 2019), how features of places shape expectations about inhabitants (Wnuk et 

al., 2021), or how the fit between one’s social identity and the environment shapes 

approach and avoidance behavior (Schmader & Sedikides, 2018), etc. 

The study of affective judgment in spatial context also advances basic 

research. Context effects on judgment have always intrigued social cognition 

researchers (e.g., Stapel & Suls, 2007). Yet, the unique (and understudied) features of 

the spatial context promote new theoretical questions and connections on this 

matter. For instance, whereas social cognition usually focuses on the context effect 

stemming from a single contextual information, constructing coherent affective 

fields requires integrating multiple context effects stemming from multiple elements 

in the spatial context. This requires connecting various theories like the 

inclusion/exclusion model of assimilation and contrast (Schwarz & Bless, 1992) and 

information integration theory (Anderson, 1981) in social cognition, with range 

theory (Volkmann, 1951) and range-frequency theory (Parducci, 1965) in 

psychophysics, etc.

The present paper reviews the results of our research on affective judgment in 

spatial context so far. First, I will briefly review the existing literature about related 

topics and its limits. Next, I will review our findings from five published papers, two 

poster communications, and one yet unpublished data set. Finally, I will highlight 

four key directions for future research.
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State of the Art

In physical space, our perception of people and things colors how we appraise the 

surroundings and the elements contained within. For instance, a person you don’t 

like renders the close surroundings less affectively pleasant than in a control 

condition. As a consequence, participants will sit farther away (Hendricks & Bootzin, 

1976; Mehrabian, 1968; Mooney et al., 1992; Word et al., 1974) and approach less 

(McCall et al., 2009). This phenomenon extends to the objects, individual persons or 

groups contained in the surroundings. The negative properties of people or things 

spread to others nearby. Thus, people sharing the same space with stigmatized 

targets, like obese or black persons, appear less attractive than in a control condition 

(Hebl & Mannix, 2003; Pryor et al., 2012). Similarly, negatively valenced objects 

devalue people or things they are in physical contact with (Rozin et al., 1986; Rozin 

& Nemeroff, 2002). 

At the functional level, the reviewed effects have in common that the affective 

value of the target is assimilated toward a spatially contiguous element. At the 

cognitive process level, this assimilation effect may result from various processes 

sometimes acting in combination (Heider, 1946; Jones et al., 2009; Mussweiler, 2003; 

Rozin et al., 1986; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Walther, 2002; Wertheimer, 1922). For 

instance, a popular view is that assimilation effects between elements occur because 

people can form mental units (Heider, 1946) or categories (Bless & Schwarz, 2010; 

Schwarz & Bless, 1992), so that the affective properties of one element tend to be 

inferred from the other. 
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The social psychology literature, however, addresses only partially how 

spatial context may influence (affective) judgment. Firstly, it disregards the wider 

spatial context formed by elements further away from the target. Yet, these distant 

elements, too, may affect the judgment of the target, albeit in the opposite direction. 

For example, we know that attitudes far away from one’s own elicit a contrast effect 

(Sherif & Hovland, 1961). Thus, affective elements in the spatial context may not 

only elicit assimilation* but also contrast* effects on people’s affective judgment of 

the surroundings. This combination of effects will be discussed in more detail under 

“affective polarization of space.”*

Secondly, research so far has overlooked factors likely to moderate the 

influence an element has on people’s affective judgment of the surroundings of that 

element. For instance, affective elements influence their surroundings with varying 

intensity and reach. Other things equal, the affective value of a target will be 

assimilated more strongly toward affective elements with greater perceived 

influence. Perceived influence, and thus assimilation, should also decrease with 

increasing distance. Yet, perceived distance depends on the adopted spatial frame of 

reference.* Following theories of judgment in psychophysics (e.g., range model of 

Volkmann, 1951) two elements look closer together in a larger spatial context. As far 

as I know, the role of the size of the spatial frame of reference has not been 

investigated in relation to the effects of influence. Spatial categorization processes 

play a role, too: places are less assimilated behind a border (Mishra & Mishra, 2010). 

However, little is known about how the effect of borders interacts with the perceived 

influence crossing them.
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Thirdly, beyond an affective element’s affective polarization of space and the 

role of the moderators, the construction of affective fields requires integrating 

affective information from multiple sources. For instance, in addition to any extrinsic 

affective value* derived from spatial context, targets usually also possess intrinsic 

value.* How do these distinct sources of value combine or compete? Also, a target’s 

environment routinely contains more than just one affectively laden element (i.e., the 

underground contains a collection of attractive and dubious looking individuals; a 

city contains a collection of attractive and unattractive places). How do people 

amalgamate these contrasting influences to construct an integrated affective field of 

the scene?

Affective Judgment in Spatial Context

I shall organize the review of our findings according to the three questions 

identified above, calling for further investigation: affective polarization of space, 

potential moderators, and integration of affective information from multiple sources.

Affective Polarization of Space

We called “hotspots”* elements of the spatial context that come across as 

affectively prominent, or salient (e.g., someone swearing loudly on the underground 

will stand out affectively in contrast to the affective reaction evoked by the other 

commuters; Higgins, 1996).  From past research on salience, one can argue that 

hotspots should grab attention and possess more causal weight or relevance ((Taylor 

& Fiske, 1978). Thus, they should influence the construction of the affective field 

disproportionally. 
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One robust finding is that hotspots do not only elicit an assimilation effect 

nearby, but also a contrast effect farther away. For instance, a neighborhood 

inhabited by a stigmatized group not only taints the surroundings nearby, it also 

makes farther away surroundings feel more attractive than in a control condition 

(Blaison et al., 2018; Blaison, Fayant, et al., 2017; Blaison & Hess, 2016). This affective 

polarization of space emerges whether the participants have a bird’s eye view of the 

environment and the threat is imaginary (e.g., Blaison, Fayant, et al., 2017), but also 

when they have a first-person perspective and the threat is more present (i.e., a 

location associated with electric shocks; Kastendieck et al., 2019). 

It emerges when the hotspot possesses influence that is based on rational 

considerations, like when criminality spills over. But it also applies when the 

influence is based on less rational considerations, like when a house where a 

domestic crime occurred 20 years ago still taints the surrounding area (Blaison & 

Hess, 2016, Exp. 3), or when one’s own home spreads a positive aura on the 

surroundings (Blaison et al., 2018). Affective polarization of space also emerges 

when the dependent variable is a relative scale of self-reported affect (i.e. the Self-

Assessment Manikin scales; Bradley & Lang, 1994) or an absolute measure of utility 

in dollars, and whether distance is manipulated within-participants or between-

participants (Blaison, Fayant, et al., 2017).

Understanding this “affective polarization of space” requires invoking two 

distinct processes. First, there is an influence process where people estimate how much 

and how far a hotspot affectively influences the surroundings.  The reach of a 

hotspot’s influence depends on both its “gradient of influence”* and the intensity of 
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positive and negative affect it evokes. At constant gradient of influence, negative 

(respectively positive) influence will reach farther for hotspots that evoke more 

intense negative (respectively positive) affect. Where the influence is deemed 

substantial, an assimilation effect is observed.

Second, in parallel to the influence process, people engage in a comparison 

process. The extent to which a hotspot influences a target in the surroundings is 

compared to the extent it influences the other targets in the spatial frame of 

reference. This comparison results in positioning the target within the distribution of 

exposure to influence of all other elements in the spatial frame of reference. As 

stipulated by range-frequency theory (Parducci, 1965), people then attribute an 

affective value to each target by mapping its position within the distribution along 

the dimension of affective judgment (e.g., lesser relative exposure to negative 

influence means being closer to the positive pole of the affective valence dimension). 

This process naturally leads to a linearly decreasing assimilation effect near the 

hotspot, followed by a linearly increasing contrast effect farther away (Blaison, 

Fayant, et al., 2017) -- in effect, an affective polarization of space.  

However, and that’s why a distinction between the influence and the 

comparison process is required, contrast does not necessarily emerge. Whether it does 

actually depend on whether people mentally categorize the farthest locations as 

pertaining to a different, i.e., significantly less exposed zone, than the one where the 

hotspot’s influence is too strong (e.g., 100 m from a nuclear power plant) (Schwarz & 

Bless, 1992). When a hotspot’s influence appears to fill the spatial frame of reference 
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completely, there is not enough distance for any contrast effect to emerge (Blaison & 

Hess, 2016, Exp. 1 & Exp. 5). 

Following similar results in other domains (Kim et al., 2006; Leknes et al., 2013; 

Nieuwenhuis et al., 2005), the influence of a hotspot does not need to be nil for the 

emergence of a contrast effect, it just has to be reasonably low compared to other areas 

of the frame of reference (Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 6). Accordingly, people report 

lower subjective arousal than in a control condition far away from an arousing 

negative hotspot (i.e., a contrast effect), even though their physiological arousal as 

measured by skin conductance is still significantly higher than in the control condition 

(Kastendieck et al., 2019).

As just seen, hotspots polarize space on other dimensions of affect than 

valence, like the dimension of arousal (Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 2; Kastendieck et 

al., 2019). This pattern is not only compatible with general principles of social 

cognition (e.g., Schwarz & Bless, 1992),  but also with theories about the emergence 

of affect. Affect checks how well people are doing toward some goals (Carver & 

Scheier, 1990, 2001). People experience positive affect when their rate of progress 

toward a goal exceeds a given criterion, whereas they experience negative affect 

when it falls below. When the goal is to approach a reward, then doing well (i.e., 

decreasing distance to the goal) is met with elation, eagerness and excitement, 

whereas doing poorly is met with frustration, anger and sadness. When the goal is to 

avoid a punishment, then doing well (i.e., increasing the distance to the goal) is met 

with relief, serenity and contentment, whereas doing poorly is met with fear, guilt 

and anxiety (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Carver & White, 1994). By extension, 
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approaching a threatening hotspot is like faring poorly toward the goal of avoiding 

punishment: people indeed report experiencing negative affect with high arousal 

(Blaison & Hess, 2016; i.e., fear or anxiety; see Russell & Barrett, 1999). Reversely, 

moving far away is like faring well with the avoidance goal: people report 

experiencing positive affect with low arousal (Blaison & Hess, 2016; i.e., serenity or 

relief).

Beyond its theoretical appeal, the contrast effect in affective polarization of 

space has important practical implications. For instance, the presence of a distant 

negative hotspot in the spatial context (e.g., a distant place inhabited by a 

stigmatized group) can increase participants’ willingness to pay at least 10% more 

rent (Blaison, Fayant, et al., 2017, Exps. 1 & 2). This increase in rent is not 

significantly different from the one elicited by the presence of a nearby positive 

hotspot, like a nice urban park, in a different condition (Blaison, Fayant, et al., 2017, 

Exp. 2).

Moderators of Affective Polarization of Space

After presenting the basic affective polarization effect, I focus on various factors that 

moderate its shape or limit its emergence.

Properties of Hotspots

Valence. Both positive and negative hotspots polarize space affectively, albeit 

in opposite directions. A nice park, one’s own home or the home of a favorite 

celebrity may make distant places look less attractive than in a control condition 

(Blaison et al., 2018). 
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Gradient of Influence. Hotspots vary also according to how quickly people 

believe their influence will fade with increasing distance, i.e., their gradient of 

influence. All else being equal, negative hotspots with shallower gradients of 

influence (e.g., a nuclear power plant versus an unsafe neighborhood) elicit affective 

polarization with a shallower slope:  assimilation extends further and, hence, 

contrast emerges farther away (Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 4). This result is indirect 

evidence that, beyond merely believing that farther is better, people in effect process 

the slope of the hotspot’s gradient of influence in addition to objective distance.

Intensity. Hotspots can evoke more or less intense positive or negative affect. 

At constant gradient of influence, the influence stemming from more intense 

hotspots should reach farther because it fades from a higher position. However, a 

series of yet unpublished experiments suggests a more complicated story. More 

intense negative hotspots also possess a steeper gradient of influence: influence 

decreases quicker with distance. In a first experiment (N = 90), participants were 

shown a bird’s eye view of a neighborhood and were asked how much a housing 

project subjectively harmed the reputation of target locations. The results showed 

that a crime ridden housing project was seen as more intensely negative than a 

regular housing project, and that perceived harm decreased quicker with increasing 

distance such that, further away, there was no more significant difference between 

the two types of housing projects. This slope difference generalized to a slightly 

different operationalization in a second experiment (N = 221; pre-registered: 

https://osf.io/sbrz4). Here we contrasted a housing project with mild vs intense 

criminality and the dependent variable was a measure of self-reported motivation to 
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avoid the target location (i.e., an indirect assessment of gradient of influence). The 

motivation to avoid decreased quicker with increasing distance to the more intensely 

negative hotspot. In a third experiment (N = 101; pre-registered: 

https://osf.io/2xdar), we capitalized on pilot results that showed that individuals 

with a severe disease that is highly contagious evoke more intensely negative affect 

than individuals with a severe disease that is only mildly contagious. Here too, the 

motivation to avoid decreased quicker with increasing distance to the highly 

contagious individual in a waiting room. Correspondingly, self-reported positive 

affect rose quicker with increasing distance to the individual with the highly 

contagious disease.

Spatial Frame of Reference 

Relative judgments (e.g. , good-bad, far-close) are sensitive to range effects 

(Parducci, 1965; Volkmann, 1951). For instance, object B is judged closer to object A 

when the spatial frame of reference contains objects C, D and E, that are located 

farther away from A. Similarly, people feel closer to members of the ingroup when 

members of the outgroup are present (Turner et al., 1987) because the latter stretch 

the frame of reference. Conversely, distances appear larger in smaller frames of 

reference. In consequence, people perceive a greater decrease of influence per unit of 

distance in smaller spatial frames of reference, and the reach of this influence 

appears shorter as a consequence (Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 6). As a result, the 

gradient of influence is steeper in smaller frames of reference and thus contrast 

effects emerge closer to the hotspot (Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 5). 
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However, the gradient of influence does not become indefinitely steeper with 

a shrinking frame of reference. At some point, influence fills the frame of reference 

so completely that contrast cannot emerge and only assimilation remains (Blaison & 

Hess, 2016, Exp. 5). Again, this result shows that objective distance cannot explain 

affective polarization alone; to judge the affective value of a location, people also 

process the hotspot’s gradient of influence within a given spatial frame of reference.

Borders

Perceived negative influence propagates less easily across spatial categories 

(e.g., states, neighborhoods, etc.) even when their borders offer no real protection. 

Other things equal, people therefore feel safer when an earthquake occurs in a 

neighboring state than in their own state (Mishra & Mishra, 2010). This “border 

effect”* has been attributed to the accentuation effect due to participants’ mental 

categorization of space (Mishra & Mishra, 2010). Additional evidence suggests that 

the border effect depends on the perceived discontinuity of contact between the 

spatial categories (Galak et al., 2007), which itself appears to depend on the amount 

of influence perceived to be crossing the border (Blaison et al., 2019).

Specifically, we claimed that border effects are weakened whenever influence 

creates like a mental bridge between two spatial categories that attenuates the 

perceived discontinuity of contact. Thus, the border effect is weaker when the border 

is visually thinner (Blaison et al., 2019; Mishra & Mishra, 2010). It is also weaker 

when the influence that crosses the border is more intense, or of such a nature that it 

can easily cross the border anywhere (Blaison et al., 2019). Indeed, some types of 

influence, like criminality stemming from an unsafe housing block, propagate by 
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surface transport whereas others, like bad smells or toxins, propagate by air. Some 

evidence shows that, in participants' minds, passable borders (e.g., a river crossed by 

a bridge) mitigate influence propagating by surface transport more than influence 

propagating by air (Blaison et al., 2019). Thus, at variance with other contexts where 

influence processes are absent (Tajfel & Wilkes, 1963), it is the combined properties 

of both the influence and the border that determine the strength of the border effect 

in spatial contexts.

Integration of Affective Information from Multiple Sources

In the previous sections, I presented how people judge the affective value of a 

location as a function of the distance to one hotspot in an affectively neutral 

environment. In the next, I present two sets of experimental work that tackle more 

complex situations.

Positive or Negative Hotspots and Intrinsically Positive or Negative Surroundings

Target locations derive “extrinsic value”* from their distance to hotspots, as 

described above. But of course, inherent characteristics lend “intrinsic value”* to 

targets, too. Several of our experiments study how people integrate both types of 

information. 

Sometimes, the affective field is uniformly positively or negatively valenced, 

like for a wealthy or deprived neighborhood being intrinsically positive or negative 

respectively. How then does the influence of a positive or negative hotspot impact 

that affective field? When asked about their feelings toward a specific location, 

participants integrate both the influence of the affective hotspot and the intrinsic 

affective value of the neighborhood (provided both are salient; Blaison, Gollwitzer, 
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et al., 2017). For a positive hotspot (a park or the home of one’s favorite celebrity), 

the results show a main effect of distance to the hotspot, a main effect of the intrinsic 

value of the surroundings (wealthy vs deprived), and an absence of interaction. 

Relative to their respective baseline, a positive hotspot is thus a plus for both 

intrinsically positive and negative surroundings. In the immediate vicinity of a 

negative hotspot (a noisy highway or a crime ridden housing block), however, the 

negative influence prevails exclusively. People lend no weight to the intrinsic value 

of the surroundings close to the hotspot. The intrinsic value of the neighborhood 

starts having an effect only further away (Blaison, Gollwitzer, et al., 2017). It is as if 

negative influence, possessing more inertia than positive influence, flowed, at least 

for some distance, undisturbed despite the intrinsic affective value of the 

surroundings. Thus, relative to their respective baseline, a negative hotspot hits 

intrinsically positive surroundings harder than intrinsically negative ones.

One Negative and One Positive Hotspot

What happens when a negative and a positive hotspot share the same area? Can the 

positive hotspot then "protect" the surroundings from the negative influence of the 

negative hotspot? For this, participants saw different situations, like a crime ridden 

housing block bordered by a nice park or by their own home (Blaison et al., 2018). 

Since bad is stronger than good (Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 

2001), negative hotspots devalued positive ones but not the reverse. However, 

evidence showed that this phenomenon is attenuated in some cases. First, positive 

hotspots resisted devaluation better when they were farther away from the next 

negative hotspot (Blaison et al., 2018). Second, even though they were close to a 
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negative hotspot, some positive elements, like one’s own home ((Blaison et al., 2018); 

see also Lewicka, 2011) or the home of a favorite celebrity (Blaison, Gollwitzer, et al., 

2017), resisted devaluation better than other positive elements, like a nice park 

(Blaison et al., 2018). More specifically, negative elements in the immediate 

surroundings canceled the positive value of a park but not that of one’s home or the 

one of a favorite celebrity. It is not entirely clear why this was the case. A 

motivational account would invoque the association to the self (Beggan, 1992; 

Gawronski et al., 2007; Ye & Gawronski, 2016), thus, self-protection motives could be 

at play (Alicke & Sedikides, 2009). A different account could invoke the fact that 

one’s home and the home of a favorite celebrity may appear more defensible against 

any kinds of negative influence (e.g., Newman, 1978). 

What is remarkable is that when a positive element keeps positivity in the 

presence of a negative hotspot, that positivity helps to counter the effect of negative 

influence in the surroundings, too. For instance, even the surroundings of one’s own 

home were to some extent “shielded” from the effect of the negative influence of an 

unsafe housing block (Blaison et al., 2018). Relatedly, the more people felt that a park 

stayed positive despite the presence of an unsafe housing block, the more it 

protected the surroundings against the effect of the negative influence (Blaison et al., 

2018). Thus, to construct the mental representation of the affective field, people 

integrate the effects of the influence of both negative and positive elements, 

provided the positive elements manage to remain positive in the face of the negative 

elements.

Future Directions
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Based on how people integrate the effects of the influence of affective hotspots on 

their surroundings, the theory of affective judgment in spatial context helps to 

understand how people map affect onto space, which is crucial for orienting 

adaptively in physical space. Below, I will briefly describe four key avenues for 

future research.

Affective judgment in spatial context promotes research questions about how 

people integrate assimilation and contrast effects stemming from multiple contextual 

cues. As far as I know, this issue has received little attention (but see Marsh et al., 

2000; Wänke et al., 2001). To simplify the matter, let us focus on a space scattered 

with negative hotspots. There are three different circumstances. There may be, first, 

regions where only assimilation effects overlap (i.e., close to all the hotspots); 

second, regions where assimilation and contrast effects overlap (i.e., close to some 

hotspots but far away from others); and third, regions where only contrast effects 

overlap (i.e., far away from all the hotspots). If we assume the weighted averaging 

rule (Anderson, 1981), will people tally up the effects according to the same weights? 

Or will some effects weigh more or less according to circumstances?

To give one concrete example, imagine the neighborhood in Fig 2 (Panel 1). 

Say the negative hotspots each elicit a polarization as depicted in Fig 1. Would 

location A feel better than location B because people tally up three (positive) contrast 

effects vs only one (negative) assimilation effect (Fig 2, Panel 2.1) or does B feel better 

than A (Fig 2, Panel 2.2)? Most participants agree with the second option (Blaison, 

2019). Thus, in spatial contexts with negative hotspots, assimilation effects are likely 

given much more weight than contrast effects. In motivational language, people 
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seem to prioritize distance to the nearest negative hotspot, which is compatible with 

the classic notion of goal gradient (Hull, 1932; Miller, 1944), that entails that the 

motivation to avoid a repulsive target increases with decreasing distance to the 

target (J. S. Brown, 1948). How do these notions apply to regions where only 

assimilation or contrast effects overlap? How does it play out for multiple positive 

hotspots or a mix of positive and negative hotspots?  In sum, investigating how 

affective information integration works as a function of approach or avoidance 

motivation in all circumstances, is a major issue for advancing affective judgment in 

spatial context.

A second key point is that affective judgment in spatial context relies on 

spatial cognition. Spatial cognition research studies how people represent the 

objective properties of the environment, like spatial relationships between objects 

(Nadel, 2013; Tolman, 1948). Numerous studies showed that spatial representations 

are biased reflections of the environment (Tversky, 2003, 1993). People overestimate 

route distances with increasing intervening objects (Thorndyke, 1981), or they 

perceive distances differently depending on the objects’ valence (Carbon & 

Hesslinger, 2013; Kerkman et al., 2004), implication for the self (Burris & 

Branscombe, 2005) or their status as a reference point (Sadalla et al., 1980). As 

perceived influence and affective polarization of space depend on perceived 

distance, future research should integrate both traditions better.

On the other hand, spatial representations in memory encode how places feel 

in addition to their spatial location (Crawford et al., 2006; Crawford & Cacioppo, 

2002; MacKay & Ahmetzanov, 2005; Wilkowski & Robinson, 2007), and memory 
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organization drifts towards cognitive consistency (Heider, 1946, 1958). Thus, the 

affective field pertaining to a space may bias future expectancies and memories 

toward people or things that are affectively consistent or inconsistent with the 

background affective value of the affective field (Greve et al., 2019). 

A third key point is that affective judgment in spatial context depends on 

individual and cultural differences. One obvious difference pertains to affective 

meanings.  Previous research used hotspots with consensual affective meaning, but, 

depending on their personality, their personal experience, their momentary goals, 

their activated social identity or their cultural background, people’s subjective 

feelings toward a hotspot may vary greatly. For instance, neighborhoods feel more 

or less desirable as a function of the ingroup or outgroup status of their inhabitants 

(Havekes et al., 2016; Krysan et al., 2009). However, affiliation goals triggered by an 

emergency may cause warmer feelings toward outgroup members (Mawson, 2005). 

Stable differences in affective meanings toward people and things exist between 

cultures (Heise, 1979, 2007). For the same reasons, people may also differ in the 

amount of attention lent to people and things in the spatial context, which may affect 

the weighing during information integration (Anderson, 1981) and the shape of the 

affective field.

Other parameters may be affected too. For instance, negative influence may 

be perceived to extend farther for people with a highly activated behavioral 

inhibition system (Carver & White, 1994). Strangers may apply wider spatial frames 

of reference than locals because the former lack granular knowledge of the city. 

When integrating intrinsic and extrinsic information, members of individualistic 
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culture could focus relatively more on intrinsic information, whereas members of 

collectivistic cultures could rather focus on extrinsic information (Masuda et al., 

2008; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001). In sum and in line with a long tradition in social 

psychology (i.e., Lewin, 1951), the affective field pertaining to a space may vary 

depending on the situation and the person. 

However, beyond the dynamic and individual character of affective fields, 

collective stability and similitude also can arise. As long as a group of people share 

the same culture, the same social identity or the same goals, etc., they should 

construct similar affective fields. Further, social influence processes, like the 

emergence of space-focused stereotypes (Bonam et al., 2017) and their spreading 

through vicarious learning, may lend normative power to these shared 

psychological constructs. Since affective fields guide expectancies and behavior, they 

may become reified in the concrete world. For example, extreme social segregation 

may stem in part from the polarized nature of affective fields around negative 

hotspots. Two forces may then motivate people: there is not only the motivation to 

avoid the area around the negative hotspot but also to approach the area that turned 

attractive far away from the hotspot. Polarization may thus initiate a vicious cycle 

where the decrease in collective demand for the more proximal areas fuels the 

increasing demand for the more distant ones.

For studying the interaction between that individual and collective level of 

affective fields, agent-based modeling (ABM) may be a key technique. In ABM,  

computer-simulated individuals (agents) communicate with each other, generating 

macro-level patterns of social dynamics (Helbing, 2012; E. R. Smith & Conrey, 2007). 
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For instance, one could program the agents with the principles of affective judgment 

in spatial context, and observe how they self-organize depending on the spatial 

configuration of hotspots and the continuous updating of individual affective fields 

based on the position of ingroup and outgroup agents. This kind of model could 

provide an upgrade of older models simulating, for example, how social segregation 

emerges and stabilizes (Clark, 1991; Schelling, 1969), and usefully participate in the 

emerging field of social spatial cognition (Dorfman et al., 2021) in humans.

A final key point is that the insights from affective judgment in physical 

spatial context may extend to other types of space. As for physical places, people’s 

affective judgment of social targets stems from intrinsic features (e.g., physical 

attractiveness, personality), but also extrinsic ones derived from the social ties to 

other persons. Balance theory, for example, predicts that a stranger should appear 

unfriendlier if she seems socially close to a disliked social group (Heider, 1958; 

Walther & Weil, 2012). Conversely, and in line with affective polarization of space, 

cognitive consistency requires that if she is socially distant from the disliked social 

group, then she appears friendlier (Heider, 1958). Assuming that the brain processes 

social distance like physical distance, which neurological and experimental evidence 

suggests (Bar-Anan et al., 2007; Bottini & Doeller, 2020; Matthews & Matlock, 2011; 

Parkinson et al., 2014; Tavares et al., 2015), the basic predictions of balance theory 

could be extended by taking into account the notions of gradient of influence, spatial 

frame of reference, integration of intrinsic and extrinsic properties, etc. Other things 

equal, we should perceive a social target more positively if she is the most socially 

distant from a disliked hotspot-person in the frame of reference. A different 
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prediction is that social targets that are socially close to disliked social groups may 

be shielded if they are socially close to someone that is associated with the self. 

Extending affective judgment in spatial context to abstract social space raises 

also unprecedented questions. It is clear that the impact of a hotspot-person on the 

surrounding social space (i.e., assimilation or contrast) should depend on social 

distance. Yet, whereas physical distance is readily perceived, people must infer 

social distance from cues (e.g., physical proximity: Bogardus, 1925, Hall, 1966;  

language: (Bogardus, 1925; P. Brown & Levinson, 1987; Hall, 1966; Shepard et al., 

2001). In order to map and compare social distances in abstract social space, how do 

people develop a common social distance metric from vastly qualitatively different 

cues? A different question concerns the notion of influence. Intensely positive or 

negative hotspot-persons should have more perceived impact on the surrounding 

social space (Latané, 1981). However, what properties of hotspot-persons cause 

differences in gradients of influence? In the eyes of an observer, does higher status 

confer to the hotspot-person an influence that decreases less with each unit of social 

distance? Does ingroup status do so, too? 

In any case, to get along and get ahead, people routinely develop cognitive 

representations of social networks in an abstract social space (Janicik & Larrick, 2005; 

E. B. Smith et al., 2020). To orient adaptively within that type of space, people 

should, as for physical space, map affective fields based on some specialized version 

of affective judgment in spatial context. The unique properties of abstract social 

space raise exciting new avenues for future research.

Conclusion
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In conclusion, affective judgment in spatial context is a new field of research that 

studies how people map affect onto space. It fills an important gap in understanding 

how people navigate among people and things in physical space and how they self-

regulate their distance toward these. In the future, it could take into account 

individual and cultural differences, merge individual and collective levels of 

analysis, and naturally extend to other domains of social psychology or psychology 

at large. To achieve full maturity, the theory needs the further interest of the 

community, which I hope I was able to awaken with this review of our current work.
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Table 1

Glossary

Concept Definition Example

Affective field A subjective representation 
that maps the changing 
affective properties of a 
space. Constructed 
according to the rules 
specified by affective 
judgment in spatial context. 

When entering the subway, 
people may construct the 
affective field of the subway 
car to decide where to sit. 
When buying a new place, 
people may construct the 
affective field of the 
neighborhood.

Affective information 
integration

Process by which people 
merge multiple sources to 
judge the affective value of 
an element

Judging the affective value 
of a subway seat that is 
located equidistant from a 
likable and a unlikable 
person.  

Affective judgment Judgment about the 
affective value of an element 
on affective dimensions like 
valence or arousal. 

Rating a park as evoking a 
positive feeling with low 
arousal. 

Affective polarization of 
space

The fact that the influence of 
a hotspot elicits an 
assimilation effect on 
surroundings that are closer 
and a contrast effect on 
surroundings that are 
farther away.

Someone with a contagious 
disease making the closer 
surroundings feel affectively 
negative and the distant 
ones affectively positive.

Assimilation effect When a hotspot subjectively 
causes the surroundings to 
take on a similar affective 
value as the hotspot.

The home of a celebrity 
lending a positive affective 
value to the neighboring 
homes on sale.

Border effect Between two places 
equidistant from a negative 
hotspot, the tendency to 
prefer the one that is behind 
a border, even though the 
border is permeable to the 
influence of the negative 

At equidistance from a 
crime hotspot, preferring to 
live in the district not 
containing the hotspot even 
though the objective level of 
crime is the same.
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hotspot. 

Contrast effect When a hotspot subjectively 
causes the surroundings to 
take on the opposite 
affective value of the 
hotspot.

A dubious looking person 
sitting at the rear of the bus 
that makes the seats at the 
front feel affectively 
positive. An animated and 
exciting city that makes a 
remote area feel dull.

Extrinsic value Affective value of an 
element derived from its 
position relative to a 
hotspot.

A place feeling nice for 
being located close to a 
park.

Gradient of influence Subjective rate at which the 
perceived influence of a 
hotspot decreases with 
increasing distance to the 
hotspot

All things being equal, a 
nuclear power plant has a 
shallower gradient of 
influence than a crime 
ridden housing block.

Hotspot Affectively salient element 
that influences the affective 
value people subjectively 
lend to the surroundings.

A dubious looking 
individual in the subway; a 
nice park in a 
neighborhood; a crime 
ridden neighborhood in a 
city; an autocratic state in a 
certain region of world.

Intrinsic value Affective value of an 
element derived from 
properties belonging to the 
element.

A place feeling nice because 
it is a park.

Spatial frame of reference The size of the spatial 
context that is taken into 
account when forming 
affective judgments.

When judging how a place 
feels, taking into account 
just the close neighborhood 
or rather the whole city.
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Figure 1

Affective polarization of space

A

B SAM valence SAM arousal

C

Note. The participants are shown a stimulus neighborhood, like in Panel A 
(from Blaison, Fayant et al., 2017). A negative hotspot is located on the left (e.g., 
a crime ridden housing block). Participants are asked to rate the location 
indicated by the arrow on the dependent variables depicted in Panel B. Panel B 
shows the valence and the arousal scale from the Self-Assessment Manikin scale 
(SAM; Bradley & Lang, 1994). Panel C shows the results for valence and arousal 
as a function of the distance to the hotspot located at Distance 0 and of the 
presence or absence (i.e., control condition) of the negative hotspot (from 
Blaison & Hess, 2016, Exp. 2).  
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Figure 2

Integration of assimilation and contrast effects stemming from multiple negative hotspots

Panel 1

Panel 2.1 Panel 2.2

Note. Panel 1 depicts a neighborhood with four crime ridden housing blocks (i.e., 
the blue squares). The locations A and B lie in a region where the hotspots 
potentially elicit assimilation as well as contrast effects. If people tally up 
assimilation and contrast effects, then the affective field should look like in Panel 
2.1 (from red to blue: red = positive valence, blue = negative valence) (Blaison, 
2019). In Panel 2.1, location B should be preferred to location A. If assimilation 
effects trump contrast effects, then the affective field should look like in Panel 2.2 
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(Blaison, 2019). In Panel 2.2, location A should be preferred to location B.
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