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Although cognitive dissonance predicts that desirable forgone alternatives are devalued after choice, goal theory predicts that the value

of unfulfilled goals increases over time. We reconcile this contradiction by introducing stage of consumption as a key moderator of the

cognitive dissonance effect.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consider the case of Robert and Jenny, who are deciding wheth-

er to choose Costa Rica or Italy for their upcoming vacation. They 
find both destinations attractive but because they only have a week 
off, they have to choose one. After a long discussion, they decide to 
go to Italy and forgo Costa Rica. Consumers constantly make de-
cisions like this, in which they must forgo alternatives. Thus, it is 
important to understand what happens to these forgone alternatives. 
Does forgoing Costa Rica for this vacation make Robert and Jenny 
more or less likely to visit in the future?

Two theories offer conflicting predictions as to the fate of these 
forgone alternatives. Cognitive dissonance theory suggests that the 
consumer’s desire for a forgone alternative decreases after a difficult 
choice because consumers derogate its attractiveness to eliminate 
cognitive inconsistencies (Brehm 1956; Festinger 1957). In contrast, 
goal theory suggests that the desire for the forgone alternative should 
increase over time – consistent with temporal escalation – as long as 
the goal associated with it remains unfulfilled (Atkinson and Birch 
1970; Chartrand et al. 2008). 

We resolve this discrepancy by introducing stage of consump-
tion and the substitutability of the chosen and forgone alternatives as 
key moderators. After making a choice, consumers shift from a de-
liberative to an implemental mindset (Gollwitzer 1990) and they der-
ogate the forgone alternative to remove doubt and hesitation while 
pursuing the chosen alternative (Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 
2002; Jones and Gerard 1967). After consuming the chosen alterna-
tive, though, it is no longer necessary to derogate the forgone alterna-
tive. Goal theory suggests that if the goal associated with the forgone 
alternative is still unfulfilled, its attractiveness should rebound. 

Thus, we predict that the attractiveness of the forgone alterna-
tive should exhibit a U-shaped pattern, decreasing after choice but 
increasing after consumption. This rebound effect will be moderated 
by the degree of substitutability between the chosen and forgone al-
ternatives. When the forgone alternative is perceived to be a weak 
substitute for the chosen, its goal will be unfulfilled and its value 
should rebound after consumption. However, when the forgone is 
perceived to be a strong substitute for the chosen alternative, they 
share a common goal; therefore, consuming the chosen alternative 
will satiate the forgone, and its value will not rebound. 

Our first study demonstrates the rebound effect by measuring 
the attractiveness of the forgone alternative at different stages of con-
sumption. Participant rated a set of fun activities and chose between 
two. This study ruled out regression to the mean as an alternative 
explanation by controlling for the duration required to complete the 
chosen activity. The attractiveness of a forgone activity remained low 
even after a consumption-length delay, but the forgone alternative 
rebounded after consumption as long as the forgone activity was a 
weak substitute for the chosen activity. This study also ruled out re-
gret as an alternative explanation.

The second study uses the temporal escalation criterion to dem-
onstrate that the rebound effect is created by a reactivation of the goal 
associated with the forgone alternative. Participants chose between 
viewing kangaroo or penguin photographs. After watching the cho-
sen slideshow, the value of the forgone slideshow was greater after a 
delay than in the absence of a delay, indicating temporal escalation. 
In contrast, the value of the forgone was unaffected by a delay prior 
to watching the chosen slideshow.

The third study provides additional evidence that the rebound 
effect is a goal-driven process by showing that the forgone alterna-
tive does not rebound when its goal has been fulfilled. This was ac-
complished by characterizing both the chosen and forgone alterna-
tives as means or as an end in itself. Participants choose between 
two animal slideshows. In the means condition, participants believed 
the purpose of the slideshow was to help them perform better on a 
verbal test; in the end condition, no connection was made between 
the slideshow and the test. When characterized as an end, the forgone 
slideshow became more attractive after watching the chosen slide-
show, replicating the rebound effect. However, when characterized 
as a means, the forgone slideshow become less attractive after watch-
ing the chosen slideshow, indicating that the goal has been fulfilled 
by the chosen slideshow.

Our results reconcile the predictions made by cognitive disso-
nance and goal theory by demonstrating that stage of consumption 
and the substitutability between the alternatives moderate the value 
of the forgone alternative. By revealing the dynamic processes of 
how consumers value the alternatives that they chose as well as those 
they forgo, this research offers insights into the interaction between 
consumers’ goals and choices and provides a richer understanding 
of consumer behavior. Moreover, based on these results, managers 
might consider systematically reoffering forgone alternatives to cus-
tomers at the appropriate time. For instance, the Costa Rican tourism 
board could contact Robert and Jenny next year with a targeted offer 
that clearly distinguishes Costa Rica from Italy. 
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