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We examine how consumers’ desire for goods to which they lose access unfolds over time. Forecasters believe their desire for goods

forgone will remain constant, whereas their actual desire decreases over time. This decreased desire appears due to a reallocation of

attention to their current experience.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Many, if not all, good things come to an end, and consumer 

products are generally no exception. Consumers frequently deal with 
not only acquiring goods and services, but also losing access to them 
for various reasons. Consumers are not indifferent to loss. When an-
ticipating losing access to a desirable item, consumers’ motivation to 
keep it increases when the loss becomes closer (Kurtz 2008; Shu and 
Gneezy 2010; Worchel, Lee, and Adewole 1975). 

In the current research, we explore the anticipated and actual 
trajectory of the desire for a good to which one has already lost ac-
cess. How much will one crave another few days on the beach, for 
example, a week after returning to work? Is the longing that one an-
ticipates realized, or does the desire to lie in the sun quickly fade 
when it is replaced by the glow of the computer monitor? 

Study 1 examined NFL fans’ desire to watch more NFL foot-
ball games after the end of the 2011 season. The Monday after Su-
perBowl 46, forecasters reported their desire to watch another NFL 
football game on that day, and predicted their desire to watch another 
NFL football game on the subsequent three Mondays. Experiencers 
reported their desire to watch another NFL football game on each 
of those Mondays. Whereas forecasted wanting remained constant 
across the month, experienced wanting significantly decreased over 
the course of the month. Reported liking for the NFL, however, did 
not change.

Study 2 examined consumers desire to consume a food after 
losing access to it. Experiencers watched a 45-minute video. To whet 
their appetite, experiencers were allowed to eat M&M’s ad libitum 
during the first 5 minutes of the video. They then lost access to the 
candy for the remainder of the video. At the end of the video, expe-
riencers indicated how many M&M’s they would eat if they could 
right then. Forecasters predicted their desire for M&M’s across the 
course of the video, and predicted the number of M&M’s they would 
want to eat at its end. Whereas forecasters predicted that their de-
sire for M&M’s would remain constant over the course of the video, 
experiencers’ reported wanting for M&M’s decreased linearly with 
time. Experiencers also desired fewer M&M’s at the end of the video 
than forecasters anticipated they would desire. 

Study 3 examined which of the two possible accounts of the 
discrepancy between forecasted and reported wanting explains this 
difference. An attentional account suggests that wanting requires at-
tentional resources, and thus wanting for a stimulus will decrease 
when attention is directed toward other experiences; a process that 
forecasters may not anticipate. A motivated reasoning account sug-

gests that experiencers derogate the option that they cannot have due 
to their own internal self-justification, but forecasters do not antici-
pate engaging in motivated reasoning. Whereas the attentional ac-
count predicts that the degree to which the subsequent experience 
consumes attention should determine whether wanting remains con-
stant or decreases, the motivated reasoning account suggests that a 
change in liking should determine whether wanting remains constant 
or decreases.

In Study 3, all participants first ate ten M&M’s and played 
Whac-A-Mole on a computer for one minute. As a manipulation of 
attentional resources, participants were randomly assigned to play 
one of two versions of Whac-A-Mole that were identical in all as-
pects except for the level of engagement. Experiencers then lost ac-
cess to the M&M’s and played Whac-A-Mole for 20 minutes and 
reported their wanting, liking, and the extent to which they were 
thinking about M&M’s over those 20 minutes. Forecasters predicted 
their wanting, liking, and thoughts about M&M’s on the same scales. 

The attention manipulation had a significant impact on the actu-
al trajectory of desire for M&M’s. Experiencers who played the un-
engaging game reported a lesser decrease in their desire for M&M’s 
than those who played the engaging game. In contrast, forecasters 
were insensitive to this manipulation. They predicted that their desire 
for M&M’s would remain constant in both conditions. A mediated 
moderation model showed that the change in attention allocated to 
M&M’s, rather than the change in liking of M&M’s, mediated the 
change in their wanting.

To conclude, we examine consumers’ desire for goods to which 
they lose access in the domains of sports and food, and find that in 
contrast to their predictions, desires for those goods decrease due 
to consumers’ allocation of attention to alternative experiences. This 
research should be of interest to marketers interested in consumption, 
cravings, and more general processes of motivation. 
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