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Our investigation examines whether a counterfactual mind-set evoked by a negative consumption episode may influence information

processing and persuasion in subsequent consumption contexts. The results showed that when presented with comparative ads,

counterfactual thinking respondents (vs control respondents) generated higher evaluations. Reverse effects were observed when

presented with noncomparative ads.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Consumption outcomes often induce different consumer post-

purchase responses, with one of them being counterfactual thinking 
(CFT). CFT refers to the process of reflecting on past events and 
simulating alternative possible outcomes. For example, in a con-
sumption context, imagine that a consumer finds her HDTV needs 
repair just after the warranty expires. This consumer may think to 
herself: “If only I had purchased a TV with an extended warranty, I 
would not have to incur so much cost on this repair.” CFT impacts 
consumers’ emotions, judgments and decision making, and occurs in 
a variety of contexts, regardless of the valence of purchase outcomes. 
However, negative purchase outcomes are more likely to evoke CFT 
(Wang, Liang, and Peracchio, 2011). CFT plays an important role in 
an individual’s experience of emotions such as regret and disappoint-
ment (Zeelenberg, van Dijk, van der Pligt, Manstead, van Empelen, 
and Reinderman, 1998) and these emotions influence customer dis-
satisfaction and behavioral response (e.g., brand switching and com-
plaint) (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004).

Only a handful of studies have explored the impact of CFT 
on information processing and persuasion in consumer settings. In 
their research, Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman (2002) view CFT as 
a problem-solving function and investigate its influence on future 
problem-solving behaviors. They find that CFT makes consumers 
scrutinize ad claims encountered subsequent to the CFT generating 
episode. Upward CFT makes consumers feel worse vis-a-vis their 
chosen product, making them examine incoming information more 
carefully to prepare for the future. If we think of CFT as a preparative 
(problem-solving) function, CFT may influence consumers’ prefer-
ences for different types of advertising. To examine this possibility 
and identify how CFT impacts such ad receipt, this research focuses 
on ad persuasion processes that involve CFT. In specific, we inves-
tigate how CFT initiated by a negative purchase experience impacts 
consumers’ subsequent receipt of comparative versus noncompara-
tive ads. Such motivational priming processes are only beginning 
to be understood in social psychology (Roese, Hur, & Pennington, 
1999), and have not received much attention in the consumer behav-
ior literature. Expanding on prior research in counterfactual priming 
effects (Kray, Galinsky, & Wong, 2006), our investigation examines 
whether a counterfactual mind-set evoked by a negative consump-
tion episode may influence information processing and persuasion in 
subsequent related as well as unrelated consumption contexts.

We argue that comparative ads evoke both, approach and avoid-
ance motivations, whereas noncomparative ads induce mostly ap-
proach motivations (Jain, Agrawal, and Maheswaran, 2006). Further, 
we expect that when individuals engage in counterfactual compari-
sons, the advertised brand in a comparative ad will be judged more 
favorably than the one in a noncomparative ad. This will be so be-
cause motivations (approach and avoidance) evoked by counterfac-
tual comparisons are consistent with the motivations engendered by 
comparative ads. In contrast, when consumers engage in past-tempo-
ral comparisons (fact-based comparisons as opposed to simulation-
based counterfactual comparisons), the brand in a noncomparative 
ad will be evaluated more positively because of the motivational (ap-
proach) consistency between processing focus and ad frames.

We conducted two experiments examining the impact of CFT 
in response to a previous negative consumption experience on the 

effectiveness of subsequently encountered advertising appeals. Ex-
periment 1’s stimulus featured the same category in the consumption 
experience and the ad. Experiment 2 featured a different category in 
the consumption episode vis-à-vis the one featured in the ad. Varying 
the category enabled us to test the robustness of our findings.

In both experiments, counterfactual thinking (CFT and control) 
and ad format (comparative and noncomparative) were manipulated. 
We hypothesized that when presented with a comparative ad, respon-
dents encouraged to think counterfactually (vs control respondents) 
will generate higher ad evaluations, brand evaluations, and purchase 
intentions. In contrast, when presented with a noncomparative ad, 
control (vs CFT) respondents will generate higher ad evaluations, 
brand evaluations, and purchase intentions. The results for the two 
experiments were consistent with our predictions. Examination and 
analysis of thoughts provided additional support for the hypotheses.

Taken together, these two studies support much of our proposed 
theorizing regarding the effect of CFT on consumers’ processing of 
subsequently encountered messages. In addition, we identify the pro-
cess underlying this pattern of response (matching of motivational 
focus). The findings suggest that CFT evokes both approach and 
avoidance motivation whereas past-temporal comparison induces 
largely approach motivation. This difference in motivation leads to a 
difference in the preference for different ad formats. To our knowl-
edge, this is the first attempt to apply CFT to comparative advertis-
ing contexts and advances our understanding of the impact of CFT 
on ad related persuasion. This research also extends CFT priming 
effects research to subsequent information processing in unrelated 
consumption contexts. 
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