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Counterfactual thinking (CFT) refers to the process of reflecting on past events and simulating alternative possible outcomes. In this

research, we present two experiments demonstrating the impact of CFT in response to previous consumption experience on the

effectiveness of comparative advertising appeals that consumers subsequently get exposed to. In experiment 1, we show the effect of

CFT on consumers' processing of subsequently encountered ad messages (comparative vs. noncomparative) that is relevant to prior

consumption experience. In experiment 2, the effects observed in experiment 1 are replicated when subsequently encountered ad

information is unrelated to the previous consumption experience, providing an extension of experiment 1 and establishing the

robustness of the documented findings.
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Extended Abstract
Counterfactual thinking (CFT) refers to the process of reflecting on past events and simulating alternative possible outcomes. CFT 

impacts consumers in many ways, including their emotions, judgments, and decision making. Consumers engage in CFT, either upward 
or downward, after experiencing purchase events. For example, imagine that your new plasma TV needs to be repaired immediately 
after the warranty expires. As you consider this repair, you might engage in upward counterfactual thinking, generating alternatives 
that are better than actuality, when you think, if only I had purchased a TV with an extended warranty, I would not have to spend so 
much money on this repair. Conversely, if you engage in downward counterfactual thinking as you contemplate the repair, you would 
generate alternatives that are worse than actuality. You might think, at least I did not purchase the model with the longer warranty and 
smaller screen, because I enjoy my large screen TV. CFT occurs in a variety of consumer contexts, regardless of the valence, positive 
or negative, of purchase outcomes. 

In consumer contexts, it is important to understand how CFT affects consumers’ future decision making. Such understanding will 
help marketers develop effective marketing strategies. Little consumer research has investigated related issues on this topic. Given that 
CFT may influence information processing (Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 2002), it is important to determine how and when such 
effects occur. This research investigates how cognitive activities (i.e., CFT) initiated by previously encountered events (e.g., a negative 
purchase experience) impact consumers’ subsequent processing of ad messages. Such motivational priming processes are only beginning 
to be understood in social psychology (Roese, Hur, and Pennington 1999, Galinsky and Moskowitz 2000), and have not received much 
attention in the consumer behavior literature.

After experiencing a purchase event, particularly following a negative outcome, consumers engage in either upward or downward 
CFT (Walchli and Landman 2003). Recent research has indicated that upward CFT impacts consumers’ processing of subsequently 
encountered ad messages (Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 2002). Consumers who engage in upward CFT scrutinize ad claims, and thus they 
are more persuaded by strong arguments than by weak arguments. Roese (1994) indicates that upward counterfactuals serve a preparative 
function and help to improve performance in the future. Following this logic, after a negative purchase outcome, consumers who engage 
in upward CFT should seek improvements over their previous experience. Thus, these consumers should process subsequent information 
via a central route, while those who do not engage in upward CFT via peripheral route, according to the elaboration-likelihood model, 
ELM (Petty, Cacioppo, and Schumann 1983). We argue that this mentality primed should affect consumers’ preference for comparative 
appeals vs. noncomparative appeals. 

Specifically, we conducted two experiments demonstrating the impact of CFT in response to previous consumption experience 
on the effectiveness of comparative advertising appeals that consumers subsequently get exposed to. In experiment 1, we show the 
effect of CFT on consumers’ processing of subsequently encountered ad messages (comparative vs. noncomparative) that is relevant to 
prior consumption experience. In experiment 2, the effects observed in experiment 1 are replicated when subsequently encountered ad 
information is unrelated to the previous consumption experience, providing an extension of experiment 1 and establishing the robustness 
of the documented findings.
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In experiment 1, counterfactual thinking (CFT and control) and ad format (comparative and noncomparative) were manipulated. We 
hypothesized that when presented with a comparative ad, respondents who receive instructions (vs. those who do not receive instructions) 
to think counterfactually generate higher ad evaluations, brand evaluations, and purchase intentions than in a subsequent related context. 
In contrast, when presented with a noncomparative ad, respondents who do not receive instructions (vs. those who receive instructions) 
to think counterfactually generate higher ad evaluations, brand evaluations, and purchase intentions in a subsequent related context. The 
results were consistent with our predictions. Examination of thought measures provided additional support for the hypotheses.

Experiment 2 replicated findings in experiment 1 in a subsequent unrelated context. All of our predictions were supported. Examination 
of thought measures also provided additional support for the predictions.

Taken together, these two studies support most of our proposed theorizing regarding the effect of CFT on consumers’ processing of 
subsequently encountered ad messages (comparative vs. noncomparative) that is relevant/irrelevant to prior consumption experience. The 
studies reveal that respondents who engage in upward CFT process ad information via a central route whereas those who do not engage 
in upward CFT process ad information via a peripheral route and consequently, they prefer different ad formats. This is the first attempt 
to apply CFT to comparative advertising contexts and advances our current knowledge by identifying the importance of understanding 
the impact of CFT on comparative advertising persuasion. This research also extends CFT priming effects to subsequent information 
processing in unrelated consumption contexts. 
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Extended Abstract
The motivational underpinnings of health behavior have been largely ignored in the marketing literature (Briley and Aaker, 2006). 

The regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997) offers a relevant theoretical framework to understand how basic motivations influence 
health behaviors. In this regard, some researchers have proposed that hoped selves or feared selves could act as motivational incentives 
(Hooker et Kaus, 1994). However, although regulatory focus theory has already been applied to health message persuasion and health 
behavior (e.g.: Keller, 2006; Fuglestad, Rothman and Jeffery, 2008), no effort has been made until now to adapt it to the health domain. 
The present research proposes that individuals could vary in their spontaneous tendency to represent their health in terms of desired 
state or undesired state and that this individual difference influence their health beliefs and behaviors. Because other variables has been 
successfully adapted to the health domain (e.g.: Wallston et alii, 1978 ; Schwarzer and Renner, 2000) and because past researches using 
general measure of regulatory focus has lead to mitigated results (e.g.: Vartanian, Herman, and Polivy 2006), conceptualize health 
regulatory focus and build a specific tool of measurement seem to be an important step to engage.

Development and Validation of the Health Regulatory Focus Scale
To generate items our initial set of 50 items for the HRFS, we first closely examined instruments used to measure general regulatory 

focus and second conducted in-depth discussions with 8 consumers. 31 items were finally selected by four expert judges and administered 
to a sample of 187 consumers. The factorial analysis with oblimin rotation was used to check the factorial structure of the measure. A 
two factors solution is obtained and explained 58% of the variance. Moreover, the correlation between the two dimensions is low (r=.16, 
p<.001). The final version of the HRFS includes 8 items (five items for promotion dimension and three for prevention dimension). To 
assess the relationship between, general regulatory focus and health regulatory focus, the RFQ (Higgins, 2001) has also been administered 
to the sample: no significant correlation exists between these two constructs.

To validate the HRFS, the items were administered to a sample of 1600 consumers. After checking for the items multinormality, we 
adopted the maximum likelihood and the bootstrap procedures to conduct the analysis. All the indicators have confirmed that the model 
fits the data well (χ2=151.67; GFI=.98 AGFI=.95, CFI=.97, TLI=.97, RMSEA<.08). The model shows that the correlation between the 
latent constructs and its items are always over .5, and that the error terms variance is bellow the acceptable threshold of 2.58 (Hu and 
Bentler 1998). However, the correlation between the two latent constructs is much higher than in study 2 (r=.79, p<.001). This result 


