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This research examines when counterfactual generation is (or is not) useful to tackle negative consumption. We show that high

expectation that the situation will repeat promotes process-focused counterfactual generation, which then help solving consumption

problems. However, closely missed a better outcome promotes outcome-focused counterfactual generation, which then intensifies

negative feelings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Negative consumption (e.g., having a car accident or missing a 

flight), like negative life events, are inevitable to consumers. To help 
consumers to tackle negative consumption is therefore imperative 
to consumer research. This research explores how the generation 
of counterfactual thoughts may help consumers to tackle negative 
consumption. 

Counterfactual thoughts are imaginations of how the negative 
consumption might have turned out differently. Extant literature 
suggests that certain types of counterfactual thoughts appear more 
helpful to tackle negative consumption than the others. Specifi-
cally, recent research (Ho and Kwong 2009) has made a distinction 
between counterfactuals that are process-focused (i.e., thoughts 
that focus on the process or actions that might have led to a better 
consumption outcome) or outcome-focused (i.e., thoughts that 
elaborate on the benefits that might have brought by the better con-
sumption outcome). It is demonstrated that while process-focused 
counterfactuals better help consumers to tackle problems with the 
consumption, outcome-focused counterfactuals induce stronger 
negative feelings. These findings establish that, by generating 
process- but not outcome-focused counterfactuals, consumers can 
learn how to tackle negative consumption without hurting their 
feelings. Importantly, however, research to date has not addressed 
how we may promote generating process- but not outcome-focused 
counterfactuals. 

In this research, we aim to identify the factors that promote the 
generation of process- and outcome-focused counterfactuals. First, 
we propose that consumption repeatability, or how likely consum-
ers expect they will be in similar consumption situations again, 
will promote the generation of process- but not outcome-focused 
counterfactuals. Consumers who perceive the consumption situa-
tion to be more repeatable are more motivated to find out the ways 
of getting better outcomes (Markman et al. 1993). This increased 
motivation is likely to promote the generation of process-focused 
counterfactuals, which provide information on what corrective ac-
tions might have led to a better outcome. This corrective information 
will help consumers to pursue better outcomes next time they are in 
similar consumption situations. Outcome-focused counterfactuals, 
however, focus on how much better off consumers would have been 
had they had a better outcome. These elaborations do not provide 
corrective information and therefore do not serve the motivation to 
excel. Therefore consumption repeatability is expected to increase 
the amount of process- relative to outcome-focused counterfactuals 
generated by consumers.

Second, we argue that outcome closeness will promote the 
generation of outcome- but not process-focused counterfactuals. 
Outcome closeness relates to how close consumers perceive they 
have missed a better consumption outcome. Compared with those 
who missed by a great deal, consumers who missed closely a better 
outcome are likely to have a stronger belief that they should have 
got that outcome (Kahneman and Varey 1990). Thus they are more 
likely to elaborate on how better off their consumption outcome 
would have been. Elaborations of this kind amount to outcome-
focused counterfactuals. These consumers, however, who assume 
that they have got a better outcome, should pay less attention to 
the means to getting that outcome. Therefore, outcome closeness 
is proposed to increase the amount of outcome- relative to process-
focused counterfactuals generated by consumers.

In addition, this research also examine whether consumption 
repeatability and outcome closeness would influence consumers’ 
ability to tackle negative consumption and the role the amount of 
process- and outcome-focused counterfactuals played in it. It is 
predicted that consumption repeatability will increase consumers’ 
ability to solve consumption problems and that such effect will be 
driven by the relative amount of process-focused counterfactuals it 
induces. Similarly, we predict that outcome closeness will intensify 
negative feelings and that such effect will be driven by the relative 
amount of outcome-focused counterfactuals it induces.

We conducted an experiment to test these predictions. The 
experiment used a 2 (consumption repeatability) x 2 (outcome 
closeness) between-subjects design. The participants, who were 
undergraduate students, were asked to participate in a game to win 
prizes. The study manipulated consumption repeatability (no-repeat 
vs. repeat) by telling the participants that they would play the game 
three times (the repeaters) or one time (the non-repeaters). Winners 
would receive real prizes. However, the game was set such that all 
participants lost in the first time they played. Outcome closeness 
(far-miss vs. close-miss) was manipulated by varying how close 
the participants might have won the game in the first round, such 
that the close-missers missed the chance to win more closely than 
did the far-missers. After playing the game once, the participants 
generated counterfactuals related to their losing in the game and 
reported their feelings about losing in the game. 

In addition, be unknown to the non-repeaters, they were also 
invited to play the game one more time at the end of the study. The 
study compared the second round performances of the repeaters 
and that of the non-repeaters. 

Supporting our predictions related to consumption repeatabil-
ity, results indicated that: (1) the repeaters (vs. the non-repeaters) 
reported a higher proportion of process- to outcome-focused 
counterfactuals; (2) the repeaters outperformed the non-repeaters 
in the second round of game, and this differential performance was 
explained by the relative amount of process-focused counterfactuals 
they generated. Similarly, consistent with our predictions related 
to outcome closeness, we found that: (1) the close-missers (vs. the 
far-missers) reported a higher proportion of outcome- to process-
focused counterfactuals; (2) the close-missers (vs. the far-missers) 
felt more negative about losing in the game, and such difference 
was mediated by the relative amount of outcome-focused counter-
factuals they generated.

To conclude, this research show that (1) consumption repeat-
ability increases the amount of process- relative to outcome-focused 
counterfactuals consumers generated, which in turn increases con-
sumers’ ability to tackle problems in a subsequent consumption, 
and that (2) outcome closeness increases the amount of outcome- 
relative to process-focused counterfactuals consumers generated, 
which in turn intensifies consumers’ negative feelings about the 
current outcome. These findings implies we can promote the gen-
eration of process-focused counterfactuals, those that help tackle 
problems, while suppressing the generation of outcome-focused 
counterfactuals, those that are painful to consumers. We believe 
this knowledge is important to consumer well-being because this 
helps consumers to draw useful lessons from imaginations that are 
not painful and saves them from repeatedly experiencing negative 
consumption outcomes.


