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This article posits that perceived unfairness may lead to regret. A model is proposed to examine the relationship among outcome

discrepancy, perceived fairness, experienced regret, satisfaction, and repurchase intention in a consumer decision making situation

involving interpersonal comparison standard. Results of an experiment suggested that realizing one has purchased from or participated

in a transaction with a business that, after the fact, deemed to be unfair does lead one to regret from participating in such a transaction.

This finding questions the assumption that regret is experienced only when a foregone outcome is better than that of the chosen option.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Realizing one has involved in an unfair transaction (e.g.,

unfair pricing practice) can be shocking and regretful; such feelings
could drive consumer to refrain from future transaction with such
company. Much of the extant literature on regret are based on regret
theory (Bell 1982; Loomes and Sugden 1982), which views regret
as a result from the comparison of the chosen outcome against the
outcome of a forgone or imagined alternative. The focus is placed
on the outcome discrepancy; how such discrepancy arises is as-
sumed to have no impact on regret whatsoever (see Pieters and
Zeelenberg 2005 for an exception). However, fairness of a situation
may signal the goodness or appropriateness of a decision, leading
to regret, even when such cognition comes into light after the fact.

The article’s main hypothesis echoes the theme of the ACR
2007 conference in “building bridges”, positing that perceived
unfairness may lead to regret, independent of outcome and outcome
discrepancy. Both fairness and regret involve a comparison stan-
dard. While regret arises from comparison with an imagined or
forgone outcome, fairness arises from comparison with a socially
comparable outcome obtained by similar others. This article not
only examined both constructs simultaneously but also linked them
together. This unfairness-regret hypothesis is evidential in consum-
ers’ regret on their decision to have purchased from businesses with
unfair practices (e.g., unfair pricing, racial discrimination, child
labor) (Feinberg, Krishna, and Zhang 2002; Smith 1990; Streitfeld
2000). These observations are consistent with Bell’s (1982) propo-
sition that regret may arise when individuals realize, after the fact,
to have made the wrong decision. Other hypotheses examined how
outcome discrepancy leads to satisfaction and repurchase intention
and what roles do fairness and regret play in affecting them. A
model is proposed to examine the relationship among outcome
discrepancy, perceived fairness, experienced regret, satisfaction,
and repurchase intention in a consumer decision making situation
involving interpersonal comparison standard.

In an experiment, each participant read a scenario describing
the shopping of internet connection service. Since valence of
outcome may independently influence regret, the actual amount
paid was controlled across all conditions. Outcome discrepancy
was manipulated by whether the price paid by a friend for the same
Internet service provider was higher (favorable condition), the
same (equal condition), or lower (unfavorable condition). To con-
trol for an expectation of the possibility of price discrepancy,
participants in all conditions were made aware of such possibility.
All other relevant variables, such as price expectation and service
quality, were also controlled.

A structural equation model was built to test the proposed
model and the model fitted the data well. The results suggested that
when information on outcome of other consumers (e.g., price paid
or performance received) is available, consumers consider outcomes
of others as reference points to compare with their outcomes in
forming perception of fairness and experiencing regret. Realizing
one has purchased from or participated in a transaction with a
business that, after the fact, deemed to be unfair does lead one to
regret from participating in such a transaction. This unfairness-
regret relationship is outcome dependent and outcome discrepancy
dependent. In addition, it questions the assumption that regret is

experienced only when a foregone outcome is better than that of the
chosen option.

The data also suggested that the influences of social compari-
son on satisfaction and repurchase intention are fully mediated by
fairness and regret. Satisfaction is mainly driven by perceived
fairness; repurchase intention is mainly driven by experienced
regret. Furthermore, the data suggested that discrepancy between
one’s outcome and a comparable other’s outcome has a significant
direct influence on consumer’s repurchase intention. Although this
effect was not hypothesized, it was not a total surprise. Sometimes
we obtain a better treatment than some comparable others (e.g., our
friends, family, coworkers), even we might not judge such outcome
to be fair nor express satisfaction with such outcome immediately,
it is logical and reasonable for us to go back the next time, perhaps
alone, as we have learned that such decision would lead to good
outcome.

The article contributes to marketing literature in several ways.
First, we examine the simultaneous influence of fairness and regret
on satisfaction and repurchase intention. We found that price
discrepancy influences satisfaction; and such relationship was fully
mediated by perceived fairness and regret. Besides, a direct influ-
ence from fairness to regret was also found and regret had a direct
influence on repurchase intention, after controlling for satisfaction.

Second, it proposes and finds evidence to support the unfair-
ness-regret hypothesis. That is, regardless of the outcome, lower
perceived fairness leads to higher regret. This hypothesis is impor-
tant because it questions the assumption that regret is experienced
only when a foregone outcome is better than that of the chosen
option. The effect cannot be explained by counterfactual thinking
as it is captured by the social comparison variable. This article
demonstrated that fairness of a situation has a direct influence on
regret, which in turns directly affects repurchase intention. This
article highlights that the consumer cares about not only getting a
good deal, but also getting it in a fair way.

Third, it explicitly calls for attention to examine regret in
interpersonal contexts. Most of the literature on regret focused on
individual decision making. This article explicitly examined how
social influence affects regret and invoked social comparison
theory in guiding our hypotheses formulation. Results from the
experiment demonstrated that the influence of regret is inflated
when fairness was ignored, suggesting a limitation of existing
models of regret that did not incorporate social comparison.
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