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This study defines and measures the components of anticipated regret, keep and drop regret, in a dynamic decision context.  These

types of anticipated regret are modeled in order to better understand their comparative explanatory power on decisions.  This study

measures how these aspects of anticipated regret change over time.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper investigates the role that anticipated regret plays in 

investment decisions, particularly consumer education investment 
decisions.  Regret is an emotion that plays a powerful role in con-
sumer decision-making (Inman and Zeelenberg 2002), and is defined 
by Sugden (1985) as “the painful sensation of recognizing that ‘what 
is’ compares unfavorably with ‘what might have been’” (p. 77).  It is 
backward-looking.  Consumers sometimes learn after a decision that 
another alternative would have been optimal, which causes a sense 
of regret (Bell 1982).  Studies have found that information about 
products after purchase (Cooke, Meyvis, and Schwartz 2001) and 
information about forgone alternatives (Iman, Dyer, and Jia 1997) 
play an important role in not only regret but also post-purchase sat-
isfaction.  Consumers expect to possibly feel regret about purchase 
decisions, and thus try to reduce future regret that may come with 
different choices (Simonson 1992).  Therefore, consumers not may 
not only feel regret for a decision made in the past, but they may also 
feel anticipatory regret before the decision is actually made (Janis 
and Mann 1977).  Anticipated regret is forward-looking and is the 
focus of the present study.

We postulate that anticipated regret actually consists of two 
components, keep and drop regret, and both should be considered 
when studying consumer regret.  Anticipated keep regret is defined 
as a situation where a consumer anticipates regret for continued in-
vestment in a situation and finds out later that they should not have 
invested.  Anticipated drop regret represents a situation where a con-
sumer anticipates regret for not continuing with an investment but 
later finds out that he should have.  Both types of regret play an im-
portant role in the way consumers evaluate decisions.  While existing 
research suggests that consumers may feel regret or anticipate regret 
for multiple reasons, this is the first study that attempts to define and 
explicitly study the factors that comprise anticipated regret.

A decision-making exercise was developed to empirically test a 
variety of research hypotheses.  A total of 469 subjects participated, 
and they were asked to evaluate an investment in education under 
losses that grew larger over repeated decisions.  Participants were 
instructed that they entered a two-year graduate program to earn a 
professional degree at a well-known university.  The program costs 
over $50,000 per year (including tuition, room, board, books and 
fees), and they expected to pay over $100,000 in costs to complete 
the entire program, nearly all of it financed through student loans.  
Before entering the program they determined that they could afford 
the program if current trends continue, but that may change.  As a 
result, in order to validate their decision after each semester, the sub-
jects developed a plan that included the following minimum bench-
mark requirements for the degree.  After each semester they would 
review the projected performance measures and decide whether or 
not to continue in the program.  The majority of these measures fell 
below the minimum acceptable threshold, and they declined further 
at the second evaluation point.

We found mixed support for our research hypotheses.  As hy-
pothesized, consumers anticipate drop regret and keep regret when 
making continuing investment decisions, and (b) anticipated drop 

and keep regret help explain consumers’ decisions beyond what per-
ceptions of eventual program success and commitment to completing 
the graduation degree explain.  We also found that (a) anticipated 
drop regret causes consumers to continue with a failing investment, 
and (b) anticipated keep regret causes consumers to not continue 
with a failing investment (partial support; first decision period).  Our 
third hypothesis was partially supported: anticipated drop regret ex-
plains the decisions to continue (or not) with a failing investment 
more than anticipated keep regret for decision 1 (but not decision 
2).  Finally, our results shows that anticipated drop regret decreases 
over the course of a failing investment, and anticipated keep regret 
increases over the course of the failing investment in graduate educa-
tion.

This study finds that consumers anticipate regret in the future 
when making consumption decisions in the present.  This suggests 
that worrying about the future weighs on the minds of consumers.  It 
is argued that anticipated regret could lead to decision-making errors 
in the present.  This suggests that anticipated regret is an important 
mechanism that might affect persistence in a losing investment (i.e., 
escalation of commitment, Staw 1976).

The contributions of this study are as follows: first, we attempt 
to clearly define and measure the two subsets of anticipated regret in 
order to better understand the dynamics of anticipated regret and its 
role in escalation.  Second, we model these two types of anticipated 
regret together on the same situation in order to better understand 
their comparative explanatory power on decisions.  Lastly, we mea-
sure how these components of anticipated regret change over time.
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