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Many consumption situations involve a sequence of decisions. Consumers’ control over these decisions can have conflicting

implications when the outcome is unfavorable. This research examines how the control at each point in the sequence influences

evaluative judgments and resolves the ambiguity regarding the role of perceived control.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers make numerous decisions every day. These deci-

sions may form a causal sequence in which earlier decisions influ-
ence subsequent ones. For example, a decision of which restaurant to 
go to is a precondition of what to order from the restaurant’s menu. 
The decision outcome might be either delightful or a disaster. In ei-
ther case, consumers’ overall evaluation of the experience is influ-
enced not only by the outcome but also the actions that lead up to it. 
These considerations are particularly important when the outcome of 
the decision sequence is unfavorable. Extant literature suggests that 
the negative impact of an unfavorable experience can be attenuated 
when people have control over their decision to engage in them (Hui 
and Bateson 1991, Mills and Krantz 1979, Averill 1973). Thus, per-
ceived control over the decision might enhance the evaluation of the 
entire consumption experience (despite a negative outcome). At the 
same time, attribution research suggests that the more control people 
have over their behavior, the more likely they are to regret when the 
outcome is negative (Roese and Olson 1995, Simonson 1992; Wort-
man 1976). The regret that one experiences over the bad outcome 
may undermine the entire experience. In this research, we attempt 
to resolve this ambiguity. More specifically, we consider situations 
in which a negative outcome is preceded by a series of decisions and 
consumers’ control over each of these decisions varies. We postulate 
that the effect of control at each point in the sequence depends on 
the control the individual has over other decisions in the sequence. 

Previous research suggests that when a causal sequence of ac-
tions leads to an unfavorable outcome, people tend to imagine how 
the earliest behavior in the sequence could have been altered so that 
the outcome would not have occurred (Girotto, Legrenzi, and Rizzo 
1991, Wells, Taylor, and Turtle 1987). Because earlier events have 
fewer preconditions, people can imagine how these events could be 
modified more easily than they can imagine the modification of later 
ones. Therefore, if the initial choice was made voluntarily and leads 
to a negative outcome, people are more likely to regret having made 
this choice, and this negative affect can lower their evaluation of the 
experience as a whole. On the other hand, their overall evaluation 
of the experience depends on the amount of control over not only 
this decision but also subsequent ones. Their freedom of choice over 
these latter decisions may elicit positive affect and have a positive 
effect on their overall evaluation of the experience that overrides the 
effect of their regret over their initial decision. We hypothesized that 
choice freedom that occurs at a later stage can enhance consumers’ 
evaluation of the entire experience even when the outcome is unfa-
vorable. 

Three empirical studies validated our conceptualization. Par-
ticipants in Study 1 (N=67)   imagined themselves performing a 
sequence of actions that involved two decisions: which marketing 
study to participate in and which food sample to taste. They were told 
to imagine having freedom of choice over each decision or not. In all 
cases, the decision outcome (i.e., the food sample) was unpleasant. 
Participants then answered a questionnaire using eleven-point scales 
(0 = not at all; 10 = very much) for assessing their regret over partici-
pating in the study and their evaluation of the entire experience. The 
results show that freedom of choice at an earlier stage indeed led to 
more regrets (Mstudy/choice = 5.85; Mstudy/no-choice = 4.74; F(1, 63) = 6.37, p 

< .05). However, freedom of choice at a later stage offset these nega-
tive reactions and enhanced overall evaluations (Msample/choice = 4.20; 
Msample/no-choice = 3.23; F(1, 63) = 4.99, p < .05). 

Study 2 (N=53) was a real-life replication of the scenario ex-
periment in which participants made real choices and received an ac-
tual decision outcome. The results were consistent with Study1 that 
initial choice provoked more regret (Mstudy/choice = 4.11; Mstudy/no-choice 
= 3.10; F(1, 49) = 4.11, p < .05). Nevertheless, choice occurred at a 
later stage attenuated regret (Msample/choice = 2.87; Msample/no-choice = 4.42; 
F(1, 49) = 9.64, p < .05) and enhanced overall evaluation (Msample/choice 
= 6.69; Msample/no-choice = 5.32; F(1, 49) = 5.65, p < .05). 

Conditions in which participants are not given a choice at a 
given stage of the decision sequence might seem to be equivalent 
to a single-decision situation of the sort considered in previous re-
search. The major difference between the sequential and single deci-
sion situation is that in the latter case, an alternative possibility is 
not mentioned. Study 3 (N=66) was similar to Study 2 except that 
the existence of an alternative was manipulated. That is, at the first 
(second) stage, participants were either instructed to participate in a 
study (taste a food sample) without mentioning the existence of an 
alternative or were told that an alternative existed but arbitrarily as-
signed to one of them. Across the four conditions, participants evalu-
ated the entire experience less favorably particularly when neither 
alternative study nor sample was mentioned (Mdiff = 2.08; t(63) = 
3.45, p < .01). Thus, mentioning the existence of an alternative had 
a positive influence on judgments even when participants were not 
given any opportunity to choose this alternative. In other words, not 
having a choice at a given stage in a sequential decision situation is 
not equal to entering into a single decision.

To conclude, this research provides evidence of the differen-
tial impact of perceived control in a sequential decision situation. 
It shows that the control at an early point in the sequence can elicit 
regrets over an undesirable outcome but the control over choices at 
later stages can offset the effects of these negative feelings. Our find-
ings also indicate that consumers’ evaluation of the entire experience 
would be more favorable when there is an alternative despite of its 
unavailability. Such a difference underlines the importance of the no-
tion of sequential decision making.
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