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We introduce a theoretical framework and examine the effect of "dashed hopes" (unexpected denial of extremely desirable and

anticipated options) upon subsequent choice. In four studies, we find that preference shifts away from status quo options toward novel

alternatives and explicate the underlying process for the effect. Implications are discussed.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Dashed hopes are powerful experiences in which an overwhelm-

ingly attractive and attainable choice option is dangled in front of a 
consumer and then yanked away. What impact do dashed hopes have 
on subsequent preferences? On the one hand, individuals may cling 
to familiar status quo options (i.e., “sour grapes”) as suggested by the 
robustness of the status quo bias (Knutson et. al. 2008; Samuelson 
and Zeckhauser 1988) and dissonance research (Festinger and Carl-
smith 1959). On the other hand, individuals may abandon the status 
quo and search for hopeful alternatives (i.e., “searching for greener 
pastures”). 

Our research proposes that dashed hopes will lead to abandon-
ment of the status quo under predictable circumstances. Specifically, 
research examining cognitive hope and outcome-oriented motivation 
indicates that the denial of a highly desirable outcome may increase 
pursuit of that outcome (Carver, Sutton, and Scheier 2000; Clee and 
Wicklund 1980; Fitzsimons 2000; Litt, Khan, and Shiv 2010) and 
facilitate substitution attempts (Kruglanski et al. 2002; Kruglanski 
and Jaffe 1998; Snyder 2002; Snyder, Cheavens, and Michael 1999). 
Moreover, research indicates that individuals may engage in motivat-
ed reasoning when hope is threatened (deMello, MacInnis, and Stew-
art 2007), which may positively bias the interpretation of alternatives 
to the status quo. Thus, we propose that in the presence of a status 
quo option, the introduction and subsequent removal of a hoped-for 
alternative (i.e. a dashed hope) will increase status quo abandonment 
(H1). Furthermore, this effect will be driven by denigration of the 
status quo during consideration of the hoped-for option (H2). Finally, 
motivated reasoning increases when option information consistent 
with the desired outcome is ambiguous (Mishra, Mishra, and Shiv 
2011; Russo, Carlson, and Meloy 2006; Sloman, Fernbach, and Hag-
mayer 2010). As such, if motivated reasoning underlies the basic 
effect, abandonment of the status quo due to dashed hopes should 
increase (decrease) as the ambiguity of alternatives to the status quo 
option increases (decreases) (H3). 

We contribute to the literature by introducing the novel dashed 
hope effect and explicating its underlying processes. We also provide 
insights into consumer decision biases. The dashed hope effect is 
substantively important for a range of consumer-related behaviors 
(e.g., product launch delays, stock outs, romantic relationships, ca-
reer management). Four empirical studies provide support for the 
preceding hypotheses. For brevity, studies 1 and 3 are presented in 
detail. 

Study 1 employed a field setting to determine whether the expe-
rience of dashed hopes decreases bias toward a status quo option. H1 
was evaluated entirely in the context of real behavior, from endow-
ment and product evaluation, to the experience of dashed hopes, and 
finally to option selection.

Participants were 43 university staff members. A 2 (Dashed 
hopes vs. No dashed hopes) x 2 (Status quo: Wine brand A vs. Wine 
brand B) between subjects design was employed. Volunteers person-
ally evaluated a real bottle of wine (two comparable brands unfamil-
iar to participants, counterbalanced between dashed hope conditions) 
with the promise of receiving that bottle of wine upon leaving the 
building for the day (to establish a status quo option). Later, partici-
pants received an email detailing the pick-up location and contain-
ing the dashed hopes manipulation; for the dashed hope (control) 

condition, extra bottles of a fine French chardonnay (wine compa-
rable to the status quo) were to be available. Upon pickup, those in 
the dashed hopes condition were told that the fine French wine was 
already gone, and offered the choice between the status quo and a 
comparable alternative. The control condition simply chose between 
the status quo and the comparable alternative. 

As predicted, selection of the status quo was significantly higher 
in the control versus the dashed hopes condition (M = 88%; M = 
57%; ?2 = 3.87, p < .05), with no effect of wine brand (?2 < 1). These 
findings are consistent with dashed hopes mitigating the status quo 
bias, and directly support H1. 

Study 2 examined the effect in a second domain (automobiles) 
and provided insights into the underlying process. Both H1 and H2 
were supported.

Study 3 was conducted to evaluate the motivated interpreta-
tion of ambiguous information as further evidence of the underlying 
mechanisms leading to the dashed hopes effect (H3). Specifically, we 
assess whether abandonment of the status quo is more likely when 
the ultimate choice set contains an ambiguous (rather than unam-
biguous) alternative to that status quo.  

Participants were 335 undergraduate students in a 2 (Dashed 
hopes: Present vs. Absent) x 2 (Status quo: Present vs. Absent) x 
2 (Option ambiguity: High vs. Low) between subjects design. The 
choice context involved winning a gift certificate to a fine dining res-
taurant. A target option was manipulated to be either the status quo or 
non-status quo (see Sen and Johnson 1997). A choice set of multiple 
certificates (containing the target option) was then introduced. In the 
dashed hopes condition, the second option was a world class restau-
rant; in the non-dashed hopes condition, the second option was com-
parable to the target option. The second option was then removed for 
everyone, leading to (not) dashed hopes. In the final choice set, the 
unambiguous condition described the target option and its alternative 
in detail, whereas the ambiguous condition described the target op-
tion in detail and provided ambiguous information about the alterna-
tive. Choice was then recorded.

Binary logistic regression for choice share of the target op-
tion revealed the predicted three-way interaction (?2 = 4.19, p < 
.05). Within the ambiguous choice condition, when hopes were not 
dashed, a significant status quo bias was observed; choice share of 
the target option was 21% higher when framed as the status quo (?2 = 
5.92, p < .01). However when hopes were dashed, the status quo bias 
was non-existent (?2 = 1.29, p = .25). For the unambiguous choice 
condition, a significant status quo bias existed regardless of whether 
hopes were dashed (?2 = 12.31, p < .01). These results directly sup-
port H3 and support a process explanation of motivated reasoning for 
the dashed hopes effect.

Study 4 replicated the overall findings and provided evidence 
ruling out alternative explanations of anger and simple reactance.
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