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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
While a large body of literature on counterfactuals has ex-

plored the effects of counterfactual thinking on different variables
such as affect (e.g. Roese 1995), judgment (e.g. Miller and McFarland
1986), self-inferencing (e.g. Roese and Olson 1993) and message
scrutiny (e.g. Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 2002), there has been
relatively little research on the priming effects of counterfactuals
(e.g. Galinksy and Moscowitz 2000). The present article examines
the priming effects of counterfactual thoughts on the evaluation of
framed messages. We demonstrate that the mere act of thinking
counterfactually primes an alternative-generation mindset that in-
creases the accessibility of alternatives to a given frame, leading to
an elimination of framing effects. Our findings contribute to the
literature on counterfactual thinking and de-biasing strategies.

We consider the effects of counterfactual thinking on informa-
tion processing in the context of framed messages since such
messages lend themselves to the easy exploration of alternatives to
the message arguments. Further, given the robust nature of framing
effects in consumer behavior (Levin, Scheider and Gaeth 1998)
framed messages would provide a strong test of the strength of
counterfactual primes.

If a person indulges in counterfactual thought and is then
exposed to a framed message, the alternative of the frame should be
more accessible due to the primed mental strategy of alternative
generation, leading to a more balanced view of the product and
reduced framing effects. Since engaging in counterfactual thinking
necessitates considering alternatives to a given outcome, it should
reduce focus on just one frame of reference and induce consider-
ation of other frames of reference. Because framing effects are the
result of focusing on a particular frame of reference (positive or
negative), thinking counterfactually should overcome this effect.
We therefore hypothesize that the generation of counterfactual
thoughts should result in an elimination of framing effects such that
the evaluation of positively framed messages is not significantly
different from negatively framed messages. Further, these effects
should be due to the increased accessibility of the frame alternative
when counterfactual thinking precedes message exposure, rather
than any differences in involvement.

Across two studies, we find that counterfactual thinking
primes a mental strategy of alternative generation which renders
alternatives to message frames more accessible. Study 1 was
designed to test for the elimination of goal framing effects under
downward counterfactual conditions. We conducted a 2
(counterfactual vs. non-counterfactual) x 2 (positive vs. negative
frame) between subjects study and found that goal framing effects
are eliminated under when counterfactual thinking precedes mes-
sage exposure. Thus, negatively framed messages are evaluated
more favorably than positively framed messages under non-
counterfactual conditions, but not under counterfactual conditions.
Further, differences in motivation cannot explain this effect.

We also tested for increased elaboration as an alternative
explanation using cognitive responses as our dependent measure
and found that differences in the amount of elaboration could not
explain these results. The total number of thoughts and number of
irrelevant thoughts did not significantly differ between the
counterfactual and non-counterfactual conditions, indicating no
difference in the amount of elaboration. However the number of net
positive thoughts was significantly different between the positive

and negative non-counterfactual conditions. No such difference
existed in the counterfactual conditions. This supports our conten-
tion that it is not the amount of elaboration but the type of
elaboration that differs between counterfactual and non-
counterfactual conditions. The act of thinking counterfactually
leads to more balanced thoughts about the message and hence more
balanced brand evaluations.

Study 2 was designed to be similar to Study 1, but within a
attribute framing context and using upward counterfactuals instead
of downward counterfactuals. We also directly tested for increased
accessibility to the frame alternative under counterfactual condi-
tions using frequency of agreement with the frame alternative and
response time as our dependent measures. The results of Study 2
show that accessibility of the frame alternative is significantly
higher under counterfactual conditions which leads to a more
balanced evaluation of the brand and hence, an elimination of
framing effects. A mediation analysis showed that the effects of
framing on brand evaluation were mediated by biased cognitive
responses under the non-counterfactual conditions, but that fram-
ing had no effects on cognitive responses or brand evaluations
under counterfactual conditions. Thus, thinking counterfactually
prior to message exposure renders alternatives to the message
arguments more accessible leading to more balanced brand evalu-
ations.

A key contribution of this article is the insight that it provides
with regard to the effect of counterfactual thinking on information
processing as well as the processes underlying such effects. We
show that the mere process of thinking counterfactually can have
effects on information processing. We also directly test for in-
creased accessibility of alternatives by measuring reaction time to
respond to the frame alternative and show that accessibility is
significantly higher in the counterfactual conditions. This increased
accessibility leads to more balanced evaluations and the elimina-
tion of framing effects.
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