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This paper explores how people regulate pre-outcome regret, which is experienced in situations where a decision is regretted even

before its outcome is known. We show that pre-outcome regret leads to defensive optimism about the upcoming outcome and that

severity of the decision consequences represents a boundary condition for this distortion.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
As one of the negative emotions most tightly related to decision-

making, regret has proved an important topic for consumer behavior 
research (e.g., Simonson 1992, Inman and Zeelenberg 2002). People 
are strongly motivated to avoid or decrease it and the regulation strat-
egies they implement may have strong influence on their judgments, 
decisions and behaviors. This research illustrates how optimism may 
represent a defense mechanism against regret when the outcome of 
the regretful decision is still pending and uncertain.

Although most research on regret examine situations where the 
negative emotion results from a disappointing outcome, a decision 
process, independently from its outcome, can also trigger regret, 
when it is not judged as sensible and wise, i.e. justifiable (Connolly 
and Zeelenberg 2002, Pieters and Zeelenberg 2005). Pre-outcome 
regret can emerge after neglecting some topics while preparing for 
an exam or investing in highly risky financial products, even before 
knowing the academic exam questions, or the performance of the 
chosen financial products. Research has already documented strate-
gies that people may implement to mitigate their post-outcome regret 
(Zeelenberg and Pieters 2007) but much less is known about regula-
tion strategies of pre-outcome regret. We propose that, when there is 
a delay between the decision and its outcome, regretful people are 
optimistic about the outcome of the wrongful decision compared to 
non-regretful people, as a strategy to cope with self-blame. Further-
more, this regret-induced defensive optimism correlates with poten-
tially harmful behavioral intentions such as decreased willingness to 
alter and improve future similar decisions. However we show that 
severity of decision consequences is a boundary condition for defen-
sive optimism. When the consequences at stakes loom larger, pre-
outcome regret do not optimistically distort expectation any longer.

Study 1 (N=133) relies on real decisions where pre-outcome 
regret is manipulated with the responsibility for not practicing before 
taking a standardized reasoning test (Zeelenberg, van Dijk, Manstead 
2000, Ordoñez and Conolly 2000). In the high regret condition, par-
ticipants were given the choice between practicing before the actual 
test or earning one additional dollar by answering another unrelated 
questionnaire. Consistent with our pretest, the vast majority of par-
ticipants chose the 1$ unrelated questionnaire. In the no-regret condi-
tion, the experimenter gave them the unrelated questionnaire without 
any other choice. Severity of the consequences was manipulated by 
assigning the respondents to a test version that either matched (high 
severity) or mismatched (low severity) their self-stated preferred 
type of reasoning (verbal or numerical). The rational for choosing 
this manipulation was that a bad performance at a test that matches 
an individual’s preferred type of reasoning will represent a more se-
vere threat for the self than a bad performance in another domain 
less relevant for the individual’s identity. Performance forecasts were 
elicited just after the actual test, such that participants had no longer 
any control on the test outcome when giving their expectations. In 
the low severity condition, individuals who regretted not practicing 
estimated they answered more questions correctly (M = 61.52) than 
individuals in the no-regret condition (M = 50.85) (F(1,112) = 5.11, p 
= .03). However when the consequences were more severe, the esti-
mates given by regret (M = 68.47) and no regret (M = 68.92) groups 
did not differ (F(1,112) = .09, NS, interaction F(1,112)=2.74, p=.10). 
Furthermore, in the low severity condition only, regretful partici-
pants expressed less willingness to practice in the future compared 

to non-regretful ones. In line with the expectation pattern, regretful 
people actually performed better than non-regretful people when the 
test version mismatched their preferred type of reasoning (low sever-
ity), whereas the performances of the regret and no-regret groups 
did not differ when the test matched the preferred style of reasoning 
(high severity). It is possible that the regret manipulation may have 
led participants to put more efforts in the test so as to perform better 
and make up for choosing to skip practice. The optimistic forecasts 
compared to those on the non-regretful participants may thus both 
reflect the better performance and a defense mechanism. The design 
of Study 2 allows to better control for alternative explanations when 
testing regret-induced defensive optimism in a different domain with 
different manipulations of pre-outcome regret and severity.

In Study 2 (N=183), regret is manipulated by priming partici-
pants (Scrambled Sentence Task, Reb & Connolly 2009), in order to 
provide more direct evidence that optimism is a regulation strategy 
specifically triggered by regret. Priming also allows distinguishing 
between the outcome and self-blame components of regret. Previ-
ous research has shown that self-blame regret leads to more learn-
ing than outcome regret (Reb & Connolly 2009). We thus explore 
the possibility that the type of pre-outcome regret may also affect 
expectations for the decision outcome. Participants had to compose 
a financial portfolio out of a set of stocks. Severity was manipulated 
with the percentage of their savings they supposedly had invested 
in that portfolio (5% vs. 100%). In the low severity condition, both 
groups primed with self-blame regret (M = 6.90) and outcome regret 
(M = 6.65) were optimistic compared to the no-regret condition (M 
= 5.96, respectively t(167) = 2.44, p < .05 and t(167) = 1.79, p = 
.075). Individuals in both regret conditions were also more willing 
to endorse the same decision they made before compared to the con-
trol condition (both p’s<.05). In the high severity condition, people 
primed with self-blame regret were pessimistic (M = 5.57) compared 
to the no-regret (M = 6.42) and the ‘outcome regret’ conditions (M 
= 6.36, respectively t(167) = -2.01, p<.05 and t(167) = -2.28, p < 
.05). They were also less likely to recommend their portfolio choice 
compared to the other conditions.

This research illustrates how optimism can emerge as a defense 
mechanism against pre-outcome regret for decisions with relatively 
benign consequences. People experiencing pre-outcome regret are 
also less prone to question and less willing to improve their decision 
if a similar situation occurs in the future. Both the self-blame and the 
outcome components of pre-outcome regret induce optimism and it 
does not arise for more consequential decisions.
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