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Counterfactual thinking (CFT) is the process of reflecting on past events and simulating alternative possible outcomes. CFT may

operate in either of two directions: upward vs. downward counterfactuals. Upward counterfactuals are alternatives that are better than

actuality (e.g., If only I had purchased product B, I would not have to waste so much time and effort getting product A repaired).

Downward counterfactuals are alternatives that are worse than actuality (e.g., At least product A, the product I purchased, is cheaper

and product B may not work any better than A). In three studies, we demonstrate that counterfactual thinking impacts consumers’

product evaluations and extensiveness of information processing moderates these effects. Our results indicate that post-purchase

marketing efforts, such as follow-up customer surveys, can engage consumers in counterfactual thinking and influence their product

evaluations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Counterfactual thinking (CFT) refers to the process of reflect-

ing on past events and simulating alternative possible outcomes.
People engage in CFT in their everyday life at home, school, work,
and shopping. Consumer researchers have explored related issues,
such as how anticipation of counterfactual regret influences deci-
sion-making and behavior (Hetts, Boninger, Armor, Gleicher, and
Nathanson 2000) as well as how CFT affects information process-
ing (Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 2002). Previous studies pro-
vide evidence that CFT may be the cognitive mechanism underly-
ing the generation of regret (Tsiros and Mittal 2000). Unlike
previous research on CFT, the present research focuses on the
impact of counterfactual thinking on product evaluations and uses
the direction of counterfactual thinking, upward or downward, to
explain the process underlying such evaluations. This research also
explores a factor that seems likely to qualify the impact of
counterfactual thinking on product evaluations, namely, the level of
consumers’ processing extensiveness.

We present three studies demonstrating the impact of
counterfactual thinking on product evaluations. In study one, we
explore the effect of counterfactual thinking on product evaluations
after people experience either a positive or a negative purchase
outcome. Experiment 2 provides an extension of experiment 1 and
establishes the robustness of the documented findings. In study 2,
a follow-up customer survey, instead of a counterfactual thinking
instruction, was used to induce participants to engage in CFT.
Experiment 3 examines how such post-purchase marketing efforts,
customer surveys, may influence the direction of CFT and product
evaluations.

Recent research by Roese, Sanna, and Galinsky (2005) has
explored the relationship between CFT and outcome valence. In
response to a positive outcome, people generate more downward
than upward counterfactual thoughts, simulating more outcomes
that are worse than actuality. By contrast, in response to a negative
outcome, people generate more upward than downward
counterfactuals, producing a greater number of outcomes that are
better than actuality. Previous studies (e.g., Schwarz and Bless,
1992) indicate that downward counterfactuals induce positive
affect while upward counterfactuals induce negative affect. Fur-
ther, Markman et al. (1993) finds that the direction of counterfactual
thought also influences satisfaction. That is, a positive outcome
induces not only relatively more downward counterfactuals but
also greater feelings of satisfaction, whereas a negative outcome
evokes not only relatively more upward counterfactuals but also
greater feelings of dissatisfaction.

According to this view, satisfied consumers engaging in
downward counterfactual thinking may become more satisfied. By
contrast, dissatisfied consumers engaging in upward counterfactual
thinking may become more dissatisfied. The latter situation, in
particular, is thought to create a reciprocal cycle (Sanna, Turley-
Ames, and Meier 1999). In this research, we investigate the possi-
bility that consumers can break the cycle of dissatisfaction and
upward CFT and instead enhance their product evaluations via
counterfactual thinking.

We propose that the extensiveness of information processing,
whether such cognitive resources are ample or in short supply, may

provide a potential boundary condition for the reciprocal cycle of
upward counterfactual thinking.

In experiment 1, as anticipated, after experiencing a negative
purchase outcome, higher Need for Cognition individuals gener-
ated more favorable product evaluations than lower Need for
Cognition individuals when given a counterfactual thinking in-
struction. By contrast, absent instructions to think counterfactually,
lower NFC individuals generated more favorable product evalua-
tions than higher NFC individuals after experiencing a negative
purchase outcome. In the positive purchase outcome condition,
there were no effects of either counterfactual thinking instructions
or individuals’ level of Need for Cognition.

The protocols reinforce our theorizing that, in a negative
outcome condition, if a CFT instruction is provided, higher NFC
individuals generate fewer upward counterfactual thoughts than
lower NFC individuals. By contrast, in a negative outcome condi-
tion, when offered instructions to think counterfactually, higher
NFC individuals generate a greater proportion of downward
counterfactuals than lower NFC individuals. If instruction to think
counterfactually is not provided, higher NFC individuals, as com-
pared to lower NFC individuals, produce more thoughts focused on
comparing the two possible alternatives. Such thoughts appear to
result in less positive product evaluations.

Experiment 2 successfully replicated experiment 1’s findings
with a different manipulation of counterfactual thinking and an
alternative procedure for varying information processing extensity.
The results from experiment 2 are important in advancing our
understanding of the effects that underlie respondents’ processing
in negative purchase outcome conditions. The findings from ex-
periment 2 demonstrated that after experiencing a negative pur-
chase outcome and receiving a follow-up customer survey, higher
motivation respondents generated more downward counterfactuals
and fewer upward counterfactuals than lower motivation respon-
dents. And, the respondents in the higher motivation condition
evaluated the product more favorably than those respondents in the
less processing extensiveness condition. When they do not receive
a follow-up survey, respondents with higher motivation produced
more comparison thoughts and evaluated the product less favorably
than respondents in the lower motivation condition.

The purpose of experiment 3 was to examine whether the
direction of CFT could be influenced by post-purchase marketing
efforts via customer surveys. In experiment 3, we added two
additional surveys with directional questions, asking customers to
comment on satisfying or dissatisfying aspects of the purchased
product. As expected, we found that the former design (satisfying)
induced respondents to engage in more downward CFT whereas the
latter design (dissatisfying) generated greater upward CFT.

Together, the three studies support our proposed theorizing
regarding how counterfactual thinking can affect people’s product
evaluations after a positive or a negative purchase experience. The
studies reveal that when instructions to think counterfactually are
given following a negative product outcome, individuals engaging
in more extensive processing generate higher product evaluations
and more downward than upward counterfactual thoughts as com-
pared to when instructions to think counterfactually are not avail-
able. This conclusion does not hold true for individuals engaging in
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less extensive processing whose product evaluations were equiva-
lent across conditions.
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