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Feelings of uncertainty, regardless of whether they are related to potential gains or losses, activate an inaction tendency. This leads

consumers to stop spending during economic downturns, independent of whether or not they are hurt by the crisis. Triggering feelings

of anticipated inaction regret helps uncertain consumers overcome their inertia.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
This research examines the “dust settling effect,” that consum-

ers’ feelings of uncertainty about the future state of the economy 
activate an automatic inaction tendency which leads to a tendency 
to stop and postpone spending, even if the uncertain future does 
not have direct personal financial consequences, and even if the 
uncertain future may actually hold positive financial implications. 
The dust settling effect has been speculated upon by economic 
psychologists at least since the Great Depression of the 1930s, 
but not yet studied empirically among consumers. The dust set-
tling effect may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies and thus have 
grave implications for the economy at large. Then, uncertainty 
about the future economy leads to spending strikes by consumers 
that actually create or worsen the feared crisis. Thus, the present 
research investigates consumers´ apparent tendency to wait until 
the economic dust settles, even when the dust does not block the 
own eyes. In addition, it examines a potential strategy to overcome 
uncertainty-invoked spending strikes, namely stimulating feelings 
of anticipated regret of inaction.

Economic downturns can have severe negative effects for large 
groups of consumers due to income loss or reduced investments. 
However, they can also have positive side effects and generate 
advantageous purchase opportunities in particular for those consum-
ers who do not face direct income drops by the crisis, for instance, 
because retail prices drop and deep promotions are used by firms 
to stimulate sales. Still, recent industry studies suggest that even 
consumers with sufficient resources and without direct economic 
threats reduce their spending when a crisis hits (BCG, 2009, TNS 
2009). This seems to reflect an automatic tendency to stop spending 
in times of general uncertainty. Then, consumers may miss oppor-
tunities to take advantage of changed market conditions. Besides, 
widespread consumption cutbacks by consumers may aggravate 
the economic crisis in depth and duration 

Research on consumer coping during economic hardships 
(e.g., Kelley & Scheewe, 1975; Shama, 1981) has focused on the 
behavior of consumers who were actually directly affected through 
reduced financial resources (unemployment, lost investments and 
savings). As a result, we know surprisingly little about the influ-
ence of an economic crisis on those consumers who are not directly 
negatively affected by it, and this group may be the largest even 
under the severest downturns. The economic psychologist Katona 
(1975) offered the postponement hypothesis that “during a recession, 
as well as during inflation, most people, irrespective of whether or 
not they are directly affected, have a sense of reduced certainty and 
reduced security and hence spend less”. Although there is indirect 
and macro evidence for the hypothesis, direct evidence obtained 
from consumers is not available. The present research tests the hy-
pothesis. However, we extend and build on the idea in two important 
ways. First, we will argue and show that dust settling effects occur 
even when the uncertainty feelings concern potential gains, such 
as winning a lottery. Second, we examine one specific strategy to 
overcome the dust settling effect, namely activating consumers’ 
anticipated regret of inaction

Uncertainty is an aversive state that motivates behaviors aimed 
at reducing it. Theories on decision-making under uncertainty have 
suggested that a dominant mechanism to cope with uncertainty is 

to actively gain full information and understanding. Thus, these 
theories imply that uncertainty leads to action. But individuals may 
not always try to actively reduce uncertainty by searching informa-
tion and taking action. Uncertainty can be attributed to the external 
world or to the individual’s state of knowledge (Kahneman and 
Tversky 1982). When uncertainty feelings are about the external 
world and beyond personal control, collecting additional informa-
tion may not be possible or may not help to reduce uncertainty, as 
those feelings do not refer to individual knowledge. Research on 
the omission bias in emotion research, for instance, has found that 
people tend to remain inactive under uncertainty. Organizational 
decision theories have also shown the role of postponement in man-
aging of uncertainty. This and other research suggests that inaction 
rather than action is at the core of the uncertainty. 

Building on this, we propose that with uncertainty in the 
economic environment, consumers´ spending decisions are driven 
by an inaction tendency, regardless of the consequences of the 
economic uncertainty for their personal situation (hypothesis 1). 
Moreover, given the influence that emotions exert on behavior 
and the importance of uncertainty resolution for human behavior 
(Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, and Welch 2001), we hypothesize that 
even when the uncertainty implies potential gains and not losses, 
perceived uncertainty leads to focus on not-spending. (hypothesis 
2). Finally, since consumers attempt to minimize regret rather than 
risk (Bell 1982; Zeelenberg and Pieters 2004), we propose that 
evoking future regret of something consumers’ failed to do will help 
reduce this inaction focus of uncertain consumers (hypothesis 3). 

Four studies tested these predictions. Study 1 documented 
the natural tendency to stop spending during times of economic 
uncertainty even when the uncertainty does not have direct personal 
financial implications (hypothesis 1). Study 2 found that uncertainty, 
even when it concerns potential gains (and not losses) –such as win-
ning a lottery prize -, also invokes a not-spending focus (hypothesis 
2). Study 3 ruled out that the sheer valence of the emotions, positive-
negative, rather than uncertainty, and that active-saving rather than 
not-spending, account for the findings. The study revealed that 
uncertainty feelings, and not specific emotions (happiness, hope, 
anger or fear), lead consumers to not-spend rather than to actively 
save money. Finally, Study 4 tested one mechanism to overcome 
the inaction effects of uncertainty and encourage consumers to 
spend, namely evoking future regrets of inaction. After showing 
participants a news item about consumers´ future regrets of action 
[inaction] during an economic downturn, those participants told 
about future inaction regrets spent more money and overcame their 
inaction tendency. Jointly the findings reveal that uncertainty about 
future economic situations, even if consumers are not directly af-
fected, and even if they may entail gains, promote spending strikes. 
These can be routed by activating anticipated inaction regret. In this 
way, the present research identifies how consumers’ self-fulfilling 
prophecies about economic downturns arise and can be broken.
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