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Abstract

The current study is based on previous results about the influence of temporal manipulations
of anticipated regret on indulgence, showing that asking people to anticipate post-decisional
regret for their decisions in ten years lesads to more indulgence than anticipation of regret in
one day (Keinan & Kivetz, 2008). Further, recent studies (Leder, Florack, & Keller, 2013) on
anticipated regret and regulatory focus are considered, which suggest that different regulatory
focus orientations lead to a different type of regret being produced. These two approaches
were integrated in the current study, testing the existence of a moderating influence of
chronic regulatory focus on the previously mentioned temporal effects. Participants took part
in an online experiment in the form of a lottery draw with four experimental manipulations.
Indulgence was measured by assessing the attractiveness of a hedonic versus utilitarian price
and with a real choice task. Results show that the original pattern of people anticipating their
regret in ten years acting more hedonically could be largely replicated. When chronic
regulatory focus was included, its moderating influence showed when attractiveness was used
as dependent variable; only participants with a prevailing prevention focus then rated the
hedonic price as more attractive due to the distant-future manipulation. Promotion focused
individuals, on the other hand, did not show an according effect. Possible reasons for these

results, implications of a data exploration and suggestions for future research are discussed.
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Let Your Older Self Decide: Effects of Regulatory Focus and Temporal

Variations of Anticipated Regret on Self-Control and Indulgence

Ted, let me tell you the secret to life. Every time I make a decision on
what to do on a given night, I ask myself: “What would make the best
memory twenty years from now?” So I let twenty-years-from-now-
Barney call the shots and it always works out! (Bays, Thomas, & Fryman,

2013)

This is advice given to Ted Mosby, a character from the TV series “How I Met Your
Mother”, by his friend Barney Stinson when the former is undecided about whether to
accompany his friend to a “legendary” evening event or rather be responsible, stay at home
and prepare for a lecture the following day.

Barney is trying to get his friend to indulge by making him focus on the distant future, and
past research (Keinan & Kivetz, 2008; Kivetz & Keinan, 2006) suggests he is on the right
track. Other research, (Idson, Liberman, & Higgins, 2004; Leder et al., 2013; Maclnnis &
Patrick, 2006) however, indicates that there might be a moderating effect of a person’s
inherent motivation to act conservatively and preserve the status quo while avoiding negative
consequences or loss, which could interfere with the effectiveness of a temporal manipulation
(e.g. Barney’s well-planned attempt). The current study thus aims at replicating past results

and introducing chronic regulatory focus into the model as a potentially influential factor.

Self-Control Research

Considering people spend enormous amounts of money each year on unplanned

purchases, which is nicely illustrated by the $59.1 billion spent within just one day, Black
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Friday, in the US in 2012 (Harris, 2013), the relevance of understanding self-control in
consumer research becomes obvious. Self-control is activated in any situation of choice,
during which one or more attractive options have to be sacrificed towards another one (see
for example Ainslie, 1975). Untangling various self-control mechanisms, their effects and
prerequisites is therefore not only highly important for counteracting overspending and debt,
but also for creating well suited marketing plans (see for example Wertenbroch, 1998).

Thus, self-control has been a recurring topic in consumer research for decades (e.g.
Baumeister, 2002; Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991) as well as in various other areas in
psychology and economics (for an overview see Kivetz & Simonson, 2002). Yet, the self-
control problem targeted in these traditional works, in this line of research, was a myopic one
(i.e. consumers struggling to choose farsighted, reasonable options over shortsighted
pleasurable temptations). Going in hand with this notion, the focus was put on people’s
ability to overcome the temptation caused by a vice (e.g. splurging on luxurious goods) in
favor of a seemingly more reasonable virtue (e.g. a reasonably priced utilitarian alternative)
(Kivetz & Simonson, 2002).

Only more recently, Kivetz and Simonson (2002) were the first to follow a different
approach to self-regulation, in which they proposed an opposite idea of self-control. They
suggest that sometimes people need to exercise self-control in order to allow themselves to
indulge, when their default choice would be to act reasonably, yet their global desire is one
for indulgence (i.e. the hyperopic self-control problem). In a series of six studies they provide
evidence for their proposition showing people take steps to pre-commit to indulgence, if they
are aware of their usual struggle to splurge. Their research thus presents a diversified

approach to self-control research, adding a new perspective to the field.
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Self-Control and Anticipated Regret

Regret is an important emotion within the study of choice and has already been
investigated and shown relevant in post decisional stages for decades (see for example
Festinger & Walster, 1964; Walster & Walster, 1970). Since then, different aspects of regret
and its intensity have been explored, such as the strength of regret caused by errors of action
vs. inaction (see for example Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; Zeelenberg, van Dijk, & Manstead,
1998). In this regard, studies have shown that regret of actions (i.e. things we wish we hadn’t
done) is more intense in the short run and decreases with time, whereas regret of inactions
(i.e. things we wish we had done) seems to increase with a longer temporal distance.

Kahneman and Miller (1986) explored the severity of regret, in regard to whether the
actions leading to the outcome were according to prevailing norms or not. In the context of
their Norm Theory, the authors showed that abnormal actions lead to stronger emotional
reactions than actions set in accordance with a prevailing norm. For example, actions
contrary to the norm can lead to stronger regret than those according to norm.

Various studies across time have further pointed out the relevance of affective
forecasting on self-regulatory behavior (for an overview see Maclnnis & Patrick, 2006),
thereby including anticipated regret as an important mechanism in self-control. Anticipating
post-decisional regret in a pre-decisional stage can influence people’s purchase decisions
(Simonson, 1992) as well as choices in insurance matters and relevant everyday situations
(Hetts, Boninger, Armor, Gleicher, & Nathanson, 2000). It can lead to avoidance of risky
behaviors (Josephs, Larrick, Steele, & Nisbett, 1992) and to an increased safety in sexual
behavior (Richard, De Vries, & Van der Pligt, 1998). Yet, in line with the before mentioned

tradition in self-control research, research of regret in consumer behavior has long been
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focused on regret of indulgence (i.e. consumers’ expectations to experience regret after
choosing a pleasurable alternative over a more reasonable one) (Kivetz & Keinan, 2006).

Based on Simonson and Kivetz’s (2002) proposition of the existence of two different
types of self-control problems (myopic vs. hyperopic self-control problem), Kivetz and
Keinan (2006) introduced this notion into research on self-control regrets. They conducted
several studies referring to research on the effects of temporal distance on emotions, for
example the temporally changing intensity of hot and cold emotions (for an overview see
Gilovich et al., 1998). Kivetz and Keinan (2006) argue that depending on the prevalent
feeling, different self-control behaviors (i.e. using self-control to act reasonably vs. using self
control to allow oneself to indulge) can elicit different types of regrets (i.e. regrets of
hyperopia vs. regrets of indulgence). This temporal effect shall be further explained in the
next section.

The notion of different types of self-control regrets has since been more widely
explored. Valenti, Libby and Eibach (2011), for example, found that imagery perspective (i.e.
first person or third person perspective on considerations) can influence the degree to which
regrets for actions or inactions prevail. This idea relates to the results of Gilovich & Medvec
(1995) as presented before, showing that a narrower frame of mind (i.e. shorter temporal
frame or first person perspective) goes in hand with regrets of action, whereas a broader
frame of mind (longer time frame or third person perspective) leads to an increase in regrets
of inaction. Leder et al. (2013) only recently conducted a set of experiments providing
evidence for the occurrence of promotion and prevention regrets based on Regulatory Focus
Theory (Higgins, 1997). Also this research will be portrayed in more detail in the following

sections.
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Temporal Effects On Anticipated Regrets

Kivetz and Keinan (2006) started to explore the effects of temporal distance on regret.
They based their studies on two fundamental theories.

First of all, their research is predicated on the assumption of a hyperopic self-control
problem, as introduced by Simonson and Kivetz (2002). They thereby refer to situations in
which indulgence is expected to cause less long-term regret then righteousness. This
assumption is to be met mainly in situations presenting self-control dilemmas: “everyday
situations in which the optimal choice is not transparent* (Kivetz & Keinan, 2006, p. 274),
not so much in those presenting self-control lapses: “situations in which consumers could
clearly identify an optimal decision (i.e., choosing the farsighted option) but nevertheless
transgress due to various factors that dominate the here and now (...)* (Kivetz & Keinan,
2006, p. 274). They thus focus on situations in which an optimal solution is hard to identify
and can lead to this hyperopic type of self-control problem, in which people should later on
feel more negatively about having asserted too much self-control rather than too little, thus
depriving themselves of valuable positive experiences.

Secondly, they assumed two emotions to be relevant for effects of temporal distance
on regret: indulgence guilt and the feeling of missing out. They expected indulgence guilt to
prevail when vice was chosen over virtue (myopic self-control problem), missing out on the
other hand when virtue was chosen over vice (hyperopic self-control problem). As they
considered indulgence guilt to be an intense, short-lived emotion (for an overview over the
theory on hot and cold emotions refer to Gilovich et al., 1998; Kahneman, 1995), the feeling
of missing out, on the other hand, to be long-lived and slowly increasing, they expected

indulgence guilt to prevail short-term, but missing out long-term.
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Thus they suggested a near-future temporal focus to lead to more regret of indulgence
(regret of myopia), a distant-future temporal focus on the other hand to increase regret of
righteousness (regret of hyperopia).

In a set of three studies, Kivetz and Keinan (2006) provided empirical evidence for
the predicted temporal effect on (anticipated) regret as well as for the proposed role of
indulgence guilt and the feeling of missing out.

In a later, second set of five studies (Keinan & Kivetz, 2008), they applied the same
principle to the behavioral consequences of (anticipated) regret, expecting that an induced
distant-future focus in anticipated regret would lead to more indulgence compared to a near-
future focus or a control group; both of them leaning towards righteousness. They therein
expected no effects of a near-future manipulation compared to a control group, as they
assumed people would naturally accept a narrow, hyperopic perspective in self-control
dilemmas.

In one of these studies they used a sample of 122 students, whom they invited to the
laboratory to take part in an experiment. The participants were going to be presented with a
real self-control dilemma, in the form of a choice of participating in either one of two lottery
draws, one of those yielding a utilitarian price, the other one an indulgence price. Before
presenting them with their task, the experimenters randomly assigned the participants to four
experimental groups. In the three regret conditions, participants should estimate their regret
for potential participation in each of the draws respectively, according to a certain time
frame: In the distant-future experimental group, participants were to anticipate their regret ten
years from then. In the near-future experimental group they should anticipate their regret in
one day. They further included an unspecified-future-time group, in which participants

should anticipate their regret at an unspecified time in the future, and a control group, who
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did not have to anticipate regret at all. At the beginning of the experiment, participants were
presented with the two prices; the utilitarian price being a $30 drugstore voucher and the
indulgence price being a one-year subscription towards a local entertainment magazine.
While the description of the utilitarian price was kept very basic, with just a logo, the
presentation of the indulgence price included more emotional descriptions.

Participants in the three regret conditions further had to predict the choice of which of
the prices they thought they would regret more in the allocated time frame. After they had
made their choice, they selected a receipt for either one of the draws. The control group did
not answer any questions before choosing their price. After the choice, participants in the
three regret conditions should further imagine just having chosen the hedonic price and then
provide ratings on the intensity of guilt they would feel according to the time frame of their
experimental group (ten years from now/ in one day/ at an unspecified future time).
Accordingly they imagined just having chosen the utilitarian price, and rated how much they
would have feelings of missing out in ten years/ in one day/ at an unspecified future time.
Again, participants in the control condition did not answer any further questions. Their results
provided evidence for all of the assumptions described above, finding that indeed participants
in the distant-future condition chose the hedonic price significantly more often than
participants in either of the other groups. Keinan and Kivetz (2008) could also show that
indeed feelings of indulgence guilt seemed to be significantly decreasing for the distant-
future condition, whereas feelings of missing out showed a tendency to rather grow stronger
for the distant-future group, compared to the other conditions.

In four more studies, they provided further empirical evidence for the above
mentioned results in various contexts: decisions between leisure and work, a real-life

shopping situation as well as money spent on shopping during thanksgiving holidays.
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Further, this set of studies reinforced earlier results on the important role that indulgence guilt

and the feeling of missing out play in this phenomenon.

Regulatory Focus and Anticipated Regret

Even though the results found by Keinan and Kivetz (2008) are very pronounced, they
seem surprising when taking into account previous findings. Especially the assumption of a
universal hyperopic self-control problem still contradicts the classic self-control research,
which to date has provided plenty of evidence for a relevant prevalence of the myopic self-
control problem, as discussed above. These inconsistencies in the findings in self-control
research across time raise the question of whether the effects found by Keinan and Kivetz
(2008) are indeed universal across people, or if there might be personality variables leading
to the effect being more/less pronounced. One potential concept that comes into mind in this
context is some people’s tendency to act conservatively in order to protect the status quo,
versus others’ willingness to take a risk for fulfillment of their wishes and ideals. People with
a strong desire to keep the status quo upright might be more scared to lose what they already
have, and thus be naturally more self-controlled and prone to the hyperopic self-control
problem and according effects, like the temporal effects found by Keinan and Kivetz (2008).

An according concept can be found in Higgins’ (1997) Regulatory Focus Theory,
which has recently grown more influential in regret research. It states that there are two
distinct motivational orientations that underlie people’s self-regulatory processes: promotion
and prevention focus. Individuals with a (chronic) promotion focus strive for positive
outcomes, try to realize ideal goals and apply eager strategies, whereas people with a
(chronic) prevention focus avoid negative outcomes, try to fulfill ought goals and lean

towards vigilant strategies.
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Regulatory Focus Theory does not only seem to be important in general self-control
research, however. There have been several findings across research on counterfactual
thinking (i.e. producing ideas and assumptions of alternatives to actual consequences and
events; thinking about “what might have been”), pointing towards a significant influence of
regulatory focus in this context. Rose, Hur, and Pennington (1999) found a moderating effect
of regulatory focus on the type of counterfactual thoughts produced. In three experiments
they show, for example, that prevention focus goes in hand with subtractive counterfactuals
(e.g. “If only I hadn’t taken that action,...””), whereas promotion focus goes in hand with
additive counterfactuals (e.g. “If only I had taken that action,...”).

Further, based on results found by Idson et al. (2004), Maclnnis and Patrick (2006)
consider regulatory focus a potentially influential factor in their conceptualization of the role
of affective forecasting (i.e. anticipation of affect caused by certain events/ decisions) in
behavioral regulation. Idson et al. (2004) demonstrated that considering negative future
outcomes fits prevention-focused people better than promotion focused people (i.e.
anticipated positive outcomes weigh stronger for promotion-focused individuals, whereas
anticipated negative outcomes weigh stronger for prevention-focused individuals). Maclnnis
and Patrick (2006) thus suggest that regulatory focus influences emotional responses to
control and control failure. Prevention oriented people should be more receptive to negative
emotions than promotion oriented people, for whom positive emotions should weigh more
heavily. Prevention oriented people should, thus, choose a different approach to resolving
behavioral conflicts than promotion oriented people, based on the prevalence of the
respective emotions in the affective forecasts (MacInnis & Patrick, 2006).

These results foster the assumption that - due to their basic affinity for negative

counterfactuals, as well as their natural tendency for preservation of an acceptable status quo
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- prevention-oriented individuals might be more susceptible to hyperopia (i.e. excessive self-
control) as well as a feeling of guilt and thus the temporal variations in anticipated regret, as
suggested by Keinan and Kivetz (2008).

Even more recently, Leder at al. (2013) conducted a series of studies on the influence
of regulatory focus on anticipated regret and its consequences. They found that the
anticipation of a bad outcome itself is not necessarily more painful for prevention-focused
individuals than for promotion-focused people. Instead their results provide evidence for their
proposition that different types of regrets might be relevant for promotion-focused
individuals rather than prevention-focused individuals.

In five studies, Leder and colleagues (2013) found that the type of regrets traditionally
considered in research on anticipated regret seems to be a prevention-relevant one. This type
of regret is characterized by uncertainty and ruminating about decisions. It is connected to
potential negative outcomes and failing to fulfill ought-goals. Promotion-relevant regrets, on
the other hand, seem to be focused on missed positive outcomes and unfulfilled ideal-goals.
When analyzing the wording of regrets produced by participants, they further found that
regrets mentioned in a promotion-focused context tended to be more long-term and abstract,
whereas prevention-focused regrets related to the more immediate future. The two types of
regrets further showed different effects on behavioral regulation, with promotion related
regrets leading to more risk-seeking behavior and prevention regrets leading to more risk-

avoidance.

Research Question

Considering the idea that — as discussed above — prevention focused individuals
should naturally be more prone to a hyperopic self-control problem than promotion focused

individuals and taking into account Leder et al.’s (2013) findings that promotion oriented
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individuals inherently entertain a mindset in which a feeling of missing out (“missing of
positive outcomes”) is generally more prevalent than for prevention focused individuals, for
whom guilt seems to be more central (Maclnnis & Patrick, 2006; Idson et al., 2004), which
according to Keinan and Kivetz (2008) are the two central emotions in the mechanism, it
seems reasonable to expect inter-individual differences in susceptibility to the effects of
temporal distance of anticipated regret on behavior, depending on the prevailing regulatory
focus.

I am thus going to examine if chronic regulatory focus displays moderating qualities
for the relation of temporal distance in anticipated regret and the tendency to indulge, in
terms of a distant-future time-frame leading to more hedonic choices, or higher perceived

attractiveness of a hedonic over a utilitarian alternative.

Hypotheses

The current study aims to first replicate the results found by Keinan and Kivetz
(2008) leading to the following hypotheses:

H1: Longer temporal distance of anticipated regret leads to significantly more choices
of the hedonic price (vouchers for concert tickets) over the utilitarian price (drugstore
vouchers) compared to the other temporal conditions.

Hla: People in the distant-future regret condition choose the hedonic price (vouchers
for concert ticket) over the utilitarian price (drugstore vouchers) significantly more often than
people in the control condition.

H1b: People in the distant-future regret condition choose the hedonic price (vouchers
for concert ticket) over the utilitarian price (drugstore vouchers) significantly more often than

people in the near-future regret condition.

12
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I further expect that a similar manipulation of temporal distance of anticipated regret
would not show the same effect in promotion-focused and prevention-focused individuals.
With promotion-focused people expected to naturally produce regrets circling around missing
positive opportunities, it seems reasonable to expect a distant-future manipulation meant to
put this aspect into focus to be less effective for those individuals than for people naturally
leaning towards a prevention focus.

For prevention focused individuals however, the effect of increased indulgence under
a condition of anticipated distant-future regret is indeed expected to show, as they, according
to Leder et al. (2013), naturally tend to focus more on near-future regrets and are, as
mentioned above, supposed to be more susceptible to a feeling of guilt (MaclInnis & Patrick,
2006), therefore being consistent with hyperopia-assumption (i.e. the assumption of people
naturally leaning towards a narrow focus) underlying Keinan and Kivetz’s (2008)
conceptions.

Finally Maclnnis & Patrick’s (2006) suggestion of people with prevention-focus
being more receptive for negative emotions (e.g. guilt, deprivation) supports the
considerations presented above, which shall be tested in the following study.

I therefore expect that:

H2: There is a significant moderation effect of regulatory focus on the effect of
temporal distance of anticipated regret on choice of a hedonic over a utilitarian price.
Individuals with a prevailing prevention focus show a significantly greater tendency towards
choosing the hedonic over the utilitarian price in the distant-future compared to the near-
future manipulation. This effect is less distinct for individuals with a prevailing promotion

focus.
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I further want to generalize these assumptions not only to choice of prices, but also to their
attractiveness ratings in order to introduce another dependent variable with a greater potential
for differentiation. This leads me to following, additional hypotheses:

H3: Longer temporal distance of anticipated regret leads to a significant shift in
attractiveness towards the hedonic price (over the utilitarian price) compared to the other
temporal conditions.

H3a: People in the distant-future regret condition rate the hedonic price (vouchers for
concert ticket) as significantly more attractive (indicated by lower continuous attractiveness
scores) compared to the utilitarian price (drugstore vouchers) than people in the control
condition.

H3b: People in the distant-future regret condition rate the hedonic price (vouchers for
concert ticket) as significantly more attractive (indicated by lower continuous attractiveness
scores) compared to the utilitarian price (drugstore vouchers) than people in the near-future
regret condition.

H4: Individuals with a stronger prevention focus show a significant difference in
attractiveness-ratings between distant-future and near-future manipulation, with individuals
in the near-future group tending to lean towards the utilitarian price compared to individuals
in the distant-future group. This effect is less distinct for individuals with a prevailing

promotion focus.

Method

In order to test these hypotheses, I referred to the study conducted by Keinan and
Kivetz (2008), as described in detail above. The study used a lottery draw to examine the

effect of temporal variations in anticipated regret on ,,real” choices. I adapted this experiment

14
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into an online experiment, using a similar setting and similar prices to those used in the

previous experiment. Further chronic regulatory focus was assessed, as described below.

Participants and Design

I recruited 145 participants for my online study, out of which I had to exclude 64 for reasons
such as: unfinished participation, repeated participation or lack of motivation obvious in the
answering pattern. This left me with a sample of eighty-one Austrian participants (50 women,
31 men) aged 17 to 60 (M = 30.62; SD = 12.3). Out of all participants 42% worked in a full-
time job, 18.5% worked a part-time job and 39.5% worked less than that or not at all. Also
42% out of the participants were students, however, only 6.2% of all participants were
psychologists or psychology students. I also recruited a second sample of psychology
students who participated in the experiment in the laboratory. Unfortunately, I had to exclude
this second sample due to inconsistencies in the data, which led me to believe in a lack of
motivation and concentration of the participants.

The general procedure of the study followed the one presented by Keinan and Kivetz (2008).
After an introduction, I first presented two lottery draws to the participants, featuring a
utilitarian and a hedonic price respectively; one of which they would later be allowed to
participate in. The two prices were presented alternating the side each price appeared on. I
then randomly assigned the participants to the same three experimental conditions, as used in
the original experiment, and one control condition. The three experimental groups should
further estimate which decision they would regret more in one day (Condition 1), ten years
from now (Condition 2) or at an unspecified time in the future (Condition 3). The control
group (Condition 4) did not answer any regret related questions.

Participants then chose their preferred price and rated the attractiveness of both prices on a

continuous scale. Next I asked them to assume having chosen the hedonic price and to
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estimate how much guilt they would feel in one day / ten years from now / at an unspecified
time in the future respectively. Vice versa I asked the participants to assume that they had
chosen the utilitarian price and then estimated how much they would have a feeling of
missing out at a specific time in the future, according to manipulation. Part