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Previous research has shown that retrospective evaluations of purely painful or purely pleasant experiences are constructed on the

basis of a few select moments of an experience. In this research, we investigate the conditions under which people use the peak win,

the peak loss, and the trend at the end (winning, losing) to evaluate an experience including both painful and pleasant moments. The

results show that losers with a high illusion of control score remember a more positive experience than losers with a low score. These

losers edit their evaluation by focusing on the peak win. Winners, on the other hand, use the amount won in their retrospective

evaluation, they do not appear to edit their memory of the gambling experience.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People have unrealistically positive views of self and are

unrealistically optimistic about the future (Taylor and Brown
1988). For instance, they believe they will be more likely than their
peers to like their first job, earn a good salary, and have a ‘gifted’
child (Weinstein 1980). On the other hand, people believe that they
are much less likely than their peers to be a victim of crime (Perloff
and Fetzer 1986) or contract the HIV virus (Raghubir and Menon
1998). All of these examples show that people are optimistic when
they predict the outcome of future events. Will the same biases
occur when people reflect back on events that have already oc-
curred? Are people motivated to make the past seem better than it
was? Autobiographical memory research shows that the intensity
of negative affect associated with memories fades faster over time
than positive affect (Walker, Vogl, and Thompson 1997). Addition-
ally, hedonic editing suggests that people focus on the ‘silver lining’
in a loss frame (Thaler 1985) to maximize their happiness. How-
ever, to date there is no evidence that people in a loss frame edit their
retrospective evaluations of an experience to be more positive.

We propose that gamblers in a loss frame are motivated to
hedonically edit their evaluation of the experience such that the
gambling experience will be remembered more positively. We
show that losers use the peak win to improve the retrospective
evaluation of a gambling session. In particular, gamblers that
believe that winning at gambling is a skill they possess are moti-
vated to edit their retrospective evaluation of a losing gambling
episode. We also propose that gamblers are not motivated to
hedonically edit their evaluation of a winning gambling episode.
Instead, we show that the retrospective evaluation of the winners is
determined by the amount of cash they won, regardless of their
belief that gambling is a skill that they possess.

In study 1, participants were given 30 opportunities to bet on
the future outcome of a coin toss. Once each outcome was revealed,
the study administrator distributed winnings and collected losses
based on the outcome of the coin toss. Participants were asked to
report how the outcome of the bet made them feel by marking an ‘X’
on a 125 mm continuous scale anchored with a happy face and a sad
face. A time series cross sectional regression analysis was run on
moment-by-moment evaluations with the outcome for each bet as
the independent variable as an additional test of whether the current
outcome explained the current moment-by-moment evaluation. To
check for the independence of moment-by-moment evaluations, a
lagged outcome variable and a lagged evaluation variable were
included to test whether current moment-by moment evaluations
were affected by the previous outcome or the evaluation associated
with the previous outcome. The results indicate that the current
outcome explained the moment-by-moment evaluation, that there
were no remnants of the previous outcome, and that there were only
slight remnants of previous evaluations. This is an important
finding because study 2 is based on an assumption that the outcome
of each gamble (amount won or lost) determines the moment-by-
moment evaluations.

In Study 2, 102 gamblers bet on 20 coin toss games. After the
gambling experience, gamblers were asked to report their evalua-
tions of the experience and their intention to replay the game, and
the illusion of control scale.

The retrospective evaluations of winners and losers were
tested with separate regressions including the amount of money

won on the peak win, the amount of money lost on the peak loss, the
trend of outcomes (winning, losing), the final cash position, and
their score on the illusion of control scale. The retrospective
evaluation of the experience for winners was determined by the
final cash position only, a larger win resulted in a more positive
retrospective evaluation. The retrospective evaluation for losers
was determined by the peak win. Losers appear to look for the silver
lining (i.e. something positive) in an otherwise negative situation.
The illusion of control score was also significant: the higher the
illusion of control, the more positive the retrospective evaluation.

We also ran an ANOVA on the retrospective evaluation with
final outcome (winner, loser) and the illusion of control score (high,
low). The ANOVA revealed a significant interaction. It is the losers
with a high score on the illusion of control scale that edit the
retrospective evaluation to be more positive. The losers with a low
illusion of control score were significantly less positive than the
winners with a low illusion of control score. The losers with a high
illusion of control were not significantly different in their evalua-
tion of the experience.

Previous research has found that the peak moment and the final
moments of an experience play an important role in the construction
of retrospective evaluations of purely painful experiences. An
opportunity to use an optimizing strategy in the construction of a
retrospective evaluation is present when reflecting back on a mixed
experience that is not available when remembering a purely painful
experience. We found that when people are asked about a past
gambling experience, the peak win is important in the memory of
losers and the final cash outcome is important in the memory of
winners: facilitating the construction of a most positive retrospec-
tive evaluation. Interestingly, we found that the illusion of control
did not affect the retrospective evaluation of the winners, but it did
affect the losers. It was the losers with a high illusion of control
score that edited their retrospective evaluation.
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