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Consumers often compare their obtained outcome to other possible outcomes to learn
from their past decisions and improve their future decisions. Often, this comparative feedback is
mixed: the chosen option performs better than one alternative (a favorable comparison) but
worse than another (an unfavorable comparison). In this paper, we examine how the expectation
of future decisions influences consumers’ reaction to mixed store price comparisons. We observe
that participants who anticipate future store choices are more sensitive to unfavorable
comparisons, resulting in an overly negative perception of their chosen store. We demonstrate
that this effect is not driven by differences in regret, involvement, counterfactual generation, or
biased retrieval. However, the effect does depend on participants’ prior beliefs about the
available stores. We conclude that forward-looking consumers selectively search for
opportunities to improve, leading them to overemphasize unfavorable comparisons and

underestimate the value of their current selection.



Most of our purchase decisions are decisions we have made before. For example,
consumers must repeatedly decide where to shop for groceries, which TV channel to watch, or
which meal to order in a restaurant. Because of the repetitive nature of these decisions, savvy
consumers have the opportunity to improve later decisions by comparing their own experience to
other outcomes they could have obtained by choosing differently (e.g., Inman, Dyer, and Jia
1997; Tsiros and Mittal 2000). For instance, consumers can prepare for future store choices by
comparing the price they paid at their chosen store to the prices charged for the same product at
other stores. Comparisons in which the chosen store performs better (favorable comparisons)
suggest that they should again choose the same store, whereas comparisons in which an
alternative option performs better (unfavorable comparisons) suggest that they should switch
stores (Inman and Zeelenberg (2002).

However, in many situations, the comparative information is mixed, containing both
favorable and unfavorable comparisons. The chosen store can be cheaper on one item, but more
expensive on another item. The objective of this paper is to examine how consumers who are
preparing for future choices learn from such mixed feedback. Do forward-looking consumers
assign equal weight to favorable and unfavorable comparisons, as normatively required? If not,
do they tend to overemphasize the favorable comparisons, resulting in an inflated opinion of
their chosen option? Or do they overemphasize the unfavorable comparisons, resulting in a
tendency to avoid their chosen alternative in future decisions?

Existing research suggests that both types of biases are possible. On the one hand, people
who are faced with mixed evidence have been shown to emphasize information that confirms
their prior choices or beliefs (Gilovich 1983). This result is consistent with studies on

confirmatory hypothesis testing (Pyszczynski and Greenberg 1987), belief perseverance



(Anderson 1983), and the status quo bias (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). On the other hand,
studies on social (Collins 1996) and counterfactual comparisons (Roese 1994) have shown that
people sometimes emphasize the unfavorable comparisons instead.

In this paper, we examine how the relative focus on favorable versus unfavorable price
comparisons changes as a function of consumers’ anticipation of future store choices. We
observe that consumers who anticipate future choices tend to shift their focus toward the
unfavorable comparisons, resulting in an overly negative perception of the chosen store. We test
the robustness and boundary conditions of this effect by varying the price differences between
the stores, the importance of the price comparisons, participants’ prior beliefs about the stores,
and participants’ control over the store selection process. We also examine why this shift in
focus occurs by studying the roles of regret, involvement, the generation of upward

counterfactuals, and the biased encoding versus retrieval of the price comparisons.

LEARNING BY COMPARING

Comparative information can provide valuable feedback for evaluating decisions.
Whereas favorable comparisons indicate that the decision was appropriate, unfavorable
comparisons indicate that the decision can be improved. To isolate the effects of favorable and
unfavorable comparisons, most studies of comparative processing only provide one alternative
outcome (e.g., Landman 1987). However, recent studies have pointed out that decision makers
are often confronted with multiple, conflicting reference points (e.g., Tsiros 1998). For instance,
when comparing store prices, consumers may learn that a second store charges more for one
product, but less for another. Depending on whether consumers focus on favorable or

unfavorable price comparisons, they will be more or less likely to switch stores.



Processes that Promote a Focus on Favorable Comparisons

By comparing the obtained outcome to alternative outcomes, people can test the
hypothesis that they made the right choice. For instance, consumers who compare store prices
can test the hypothesis that they have chosen the cheapest store. The extensive literature on
confirmatory hypothesis testing suggests that consumers will test this hypothesis in a biased
fashion by emphasizing evidence that confirms the hypothesis, that is, by emphasizing the
favorable comparisons. Previous studies have demonstrated that people tend to overemphasize
confirming evidence (Pyszczynski and Greenberg 1987), selectively search for confirming
evidence (Snyder and Swann 1978), and interpret ambiguous evidence as supportive of original
beliefs (Hoch and Ha 1986). Whereas the confirmation bias literature has often relied on
information processing explanations (Sanbonmatsu et al. 1998), people may also focus on
favorable comparisons because they are motivated to believe that they have made the correct
choice. For instance, people may want to avoid cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957), or they
may simply like to feel better about their situation. Consistent with this perspective, recent
research has documented that people often “improve their lot” by generating downward
counterfactuals: they imagine how things “could have been worse” (Roese 1994). Furthermore,
people often compare themselves to others who made worse decisions than they did (Wills
1981), especially in unfavorable situations (Tsiros 1998).
Processes that Promote a Focus on Unfavorable Comparisons

Although the preceding research suggests that consumers will tend to focus on the
favorable price comparisons, other findings suggest that consumers will sometimes focus on the
unfavorable comparisons instead. In particular, unfavorable comparisons could have a

disproportionate impact because they create strong feelings of regret or because they can help



consumers improve their decisions. Previous studies on counterfactual reasoning have indicated
that the regret caused by upward counterfactuals (imagining how things could have been better)
often outweighs the elation caused by downward counterfactuals (imaging how things could
have been worse; Landman 1987; Mellers et al. 1997). Similarly, the regret caused by
unfavorable price comparisons tends to outweigh the elation caused by favorable price
comparisons (Cooke, Meyvis, and Schwartz 2001). If unfavorable comparisons elicit stronger
affective reactions than favorable comparisons, they may also be more salient or memorable and,
thus, have a disproportionate impact on consumers’ store price perceptions.

Consumers may also focus on unfavorable comparisons because these comparisons
reveal opportunities for improving future choices. If this is the case, a focus on unfavorable
comparisons should be most likely when consumers are preparing for future decisions.
Consistent with this perspective, studies in the social comparison literature have indicated that
people request information about others who are better off to gain inspiration for future
improvement (Taylor and Lobel 1989), a tendency that is more pronounced when people
perceive to have control over their future performance (Ybema and Buunk 1993). Similarly,
studies on counterfactual comparisons have shown that people are more likely to imagine how
their situation could have been better when they are motivated to learn to improve their
decisions. People are more likely to generate upward counterfactual comparisons when they
expect to perform the same task in the future (Markman et al. 1993), when they have control
over their outcome (Roese and Olson 1995a), and following failure rather than success
(Markman et al. 1993; Roese and Olson 1995a).

Conclusions

The general finding of previous studies is that, due to both cognitive and affective biases,



people tend to emphasize evidence that confirms their prior choices, indicating that consumers
will tend to focus on favorable price comparisons. However, some studies on social and
counterfactual comparisons suggest that there are situations in which unfavorable comparisons
can have a greater impact, either because of the stronger emotional reactions associated with
these comparisons, or because these comparisons reveal opportunities for future improvement. In
this paper, we examine how consumers’ attempts to improve future choices changes their relative
emphasis on favorable versus unfavorable comparisons, while controlling for changes in
consumers’ affective reactions to these comparisons. The previously reviewed studies suggest
that the anticipation of future store choices will shift consumers' focus toward the unfavorable
price comparisons. However, before we test this prediction, we need to understand how the prior
work on social and counterfactual comparisons relates to consumers' processing of explicit price

comparisons.

PROCESSING MIXED PRICE COMPARISONS

Price Comparisons, Social Comparisons, and Counterfactual Comparisons

Despite obvious similarities, there are important conceptual distinctions between the
processing of explicit price comparisons and the phenomena typically studied in research on
social and counterfactual comparisons. First, the fact that people sometimes prefer to search for
upward social comparisons or prefer to imagine better counterfactual alternatives does not imply
that they will be more sensitive to unfavorable comparisons when both favorable and
unfavorable comparisons are explicitly available. In fact, Markman and his colleagues (1993)
observed that the expectation of a future task increased the spontaneous generation of upward

counterfactuals when the alternatives had to be imagined, but did not affect counterfactual



generation when the alternatives were made available. Second, the comparison of reference
prices is less involving than the phenomena commonly studied in the social and counterfactual
comparison literatures. Thus, if the increased impact of unfavorable comparisons is driven by
stronger emotional responses to these comparisons, this effect may not hold for store price
comparisons, particularly when consumers have not yet committed to the store. In light of these
differences, we will briefly review prior research that has focused on explicit price comparisons
before presenting the current studies.
Previous Price Comparison Research

Although many studies have examined how price perceptions are influenced by
comparisons with internal and external reference prices (e.g., Mayhew and Winer 1992; Urbany,
Bearden, and Weilbaker 1988), only a few studies have examined how consumers process
information from multiple price comparisons. In a series of studies by Alba and colleagues,
participants were presented with multiple price comparisons between different stores (Alba et al.
1994) or between different brands (Alba et al. 1999). Participants were then asked to estimate
average prices or to indicate which store or brand was the cheapest. Because the studies did not
feature an explicit focal option (such as a chosen store or brand), there were no favorable or
unfavorable comparisons. However, in Alba et al. (1999), some participants were shown a
control brand that had a constant price, which was between the regular and discount prices of the
other two brands. Because the price of this brand did not vary, it is possible that participants used
it as a natural standard of comparison. Furthermore, this control brand was consistently
perceived as more expensive than the other brands (even though the mean prices were identical),
suggesting that participants focused on unfavorable price comparisons.

In another study that used multiple price comparisons (Cooke et al. 2001), participants
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monitored randomly fluctuating prices for either coffee or gas and had to decide when to buy the
product. After purchasing the product, some participants learned about the prices they would
have paid if they had waited one, two, or three weeks longer to purchase. Thus, this study
involved one focal outcome (the obtained price) which could be compared to multiple pre- and
post-purchase reference prices. The results showed that (unfavorable) comparisons with lower
reference prices had a greater effect on participants’ satisfaction than did (favorable)
comparisons with higher reference prices. Since both the Alba et al. (1999) and Cooke et al.
(2001) studies involved an explicit learning task, these findings tentatively suggest that, to the
extent that people are motivated to learn from mixed price comparisons, they tend to focus on the
unfavorable comparisons.
The Present Studies

In the present studies, we examine how consumers process comparisons between prices
charged at a chosen store and prices charged for the same products at two alternative stores. The
first study shows that the expectation of future choices leads consumers to focus on unfavorable
comparisons, even in the absence of strong affective reactions. The robustness and consequences
of this shift in focus are then examined in the second and third studies. In the fourth study, we
aim to further specify the driving mechanism behind this effect by distinguishing between
learning for accuracy and learning for future choices. Finally, the fifth study demonstrates that
the effect of anticipating future choices depends on consumers’ prior beliefs about the stores,

thus establishing a boundary condition of the effect.

EXPERIMENT 1

The objective of experiment 1 was to examine how consumers’ interpretation of mixed
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price comparisons is influenced by their motivation to learn from these comparisons and by their
affective reactions to the comparisons. All participants first chose one of three fictitious stores to
visit on 36 shopping trips. On each trip, they purchased a different product and were shown the
price of that product at their chosen store, as well as at the prices charged at the other two stores.
At the end of the 36 trips, participants indicated which store was the cheapest across all trips
(though, in actuality, the three stores had the same mean price) and then selected one of the three
stores to visit on an additional eight trips.

We manipulated participants’ anticipation of the second store choice and the financial
consequences of the first 36 shopping trips. Participants in the learning condition were told at the
outset that they would have to make a second choice between the same three stores and that they
would be paid based on the money left in their budget after both sets of shopping trips.
Participants in the practice condition also expected a second store choice, but their payment
would be based only on the second set of shopping trips. The first set of trips were described as
“practice” trips in which they could gather information for their actual store choice. Finally,
participants in the experiential condition were not told about the second choice until after they
had completed the first set of trips and the dependent measures. They also did not expect any
payment.

Let us first compare the learning condition to the experiential condition. Whereas
experiential participants had little incentive to learn about these fictitious stores, we expected that
learning participants would be selectively looking for information that would help them make
better future decisions and increase their expected payoff (i.e., cheaper prices offered at other
stores). Thus, we predicted that, compared to experiential participants, learning participants

would be more sensitive to unfavorable comparisons and therefore less likely to perceive their
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chosen store as the cheapest store. However, a greater impact of unfavorable comparisons in the
learning condition could also be explained by differences in affective responses. Because
learning participants are paid based on the prices shown and experiential participants are not,
learning participants may experience greater feelings of regret when confronted with an
unfavorable comparison, which may cause these trips to be more salient. To test this account, we
need to consider the practice condition as well.

If participants’ sensitivity to unfavorable comparisons derives from the regret evoked by
these comparisons, their responses in the practice condition should be similar to those in the
experiential condition, where the first trips did not have any consequences, but different from
those in the learning condition, where the first trips did impact their earnings. In short, the
affective account predicts that participants in the learning condition should be more sensitive to
unfavorable comparisons than participants in both practice and experiential conditions.

Alternatively, if participants’ sensitivity to unfavorable comparisons directly results from
the processing strategy used in preparation for future decisions, then their responses in the
practice condition should be similar to those in the learning condition, where participants also
expected an important second choice, but different from those in the experiential condition,
where participants had no such expectation. Thus, according to this learning account, participants
in both learning and practice conditions should be more sensitive to unfavorable comparisons
than participants in the experiential condition.

Method

Seventy-nine undergraduate students participated in exchange for course credit.

Participants were asked to choose one of three stores to visit on 36 shopping trips. Participants in

the learning and practice conditions were also told that, after the first 36 trips, they would make
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another choice between the three stores followed by a second set of trips. Furthermore, they were
told that they would receive one fifth of the amount remaining in their budget at the end of the
experiment. Participants in the learning condition were told that all prices would be deducted
from their budget, while participants in the practice condition were told that only prices paid
during the second set of trips would be deducted from their budget. Participants in the
experiential condition were not told about the second choice nor were they promised any
payment.

After participants chose a store, they received price information for 36 shopping trips to
that store. On each trip, participants were first shown the price charged at the chosen store,
followed by the prices charged at the other two stores. The three stores had an identical mean
price across the 36 product categories and the same number and magnitude of favorable and
unfavorable comparisons. Appendix A illustrates the store prices used as well as price
comparisons assuming that Store A was chosen. Regardless of choice, the chosen store was
either cheaper than both other stores (9 trips), more expensive than both other stores (9 trips),
cheaper than one but more expensive than the other store (12 trips), or identical to one but
cheaper / more expensive than the other store (3 trips each).

After 36 trips, participants were asked to select the store that was cheapest across all
trips. Participants then provided estimates of (1) the number of trips on which the chosen store
was cheaper than both other stores, (2) the number of trips on which the chosen store was more
expensive than both other stores, and (3) the number of other trips. Participants also indicated
how much regret they felt with their initial store choice (on a 7-point scale), how satisfied they
were with their choice (on a 9-point scale), and how much attention they had paid to the store

prices (on a 9-point scale). All participants were then asked to choose again between the three
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stores, followed by eight more shopping trips, which were inconsequential to the study.
Results

In the experiential condition, 46 percent of the participants perceived their store as the
cheapest store, compared to only 21 percent in the learning condition and 22 percent in the
practice condition. Learning participants were significantly less likely to perceive their chosen
store as the cheapest store than were experiential participants (°(1) = 3.90, p < .05), consistent
with both the affective and learning explanations. However, practice participants were also less
likely to perceive their chosen store as the cheapest store than were experiential participants
(/(1)=3.37, p=.07) and did not respond differently from learning participants (3’(1) = 0.00,
ns). This result is consistent with the learning account, but inconsistent with an account based on
the affective reactions to the comparisons. Similar results were found for the second set of store
choices. The proportion of participants who remained loyal to their first choice was significantly
greater in the experiential condition (46 percent) than in both the learning condition (21 percent;
/(1) =3.90, p <.05) and the practice condition (17 percent; ;/(1) =4.79, p <.05), which did not

differ from each other (¥’(1) = 0.13, ns).

Insert Figure 1 about here

Participants' frequency estimates of the different types of price comparisons are shown in
Figure 1. To compare these estimates, we computed the difference between the estimated

number of uniquely unfavorable and uniquely favorable trips. Consistent with the learning
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account, experiential participants reported relatively fewer unfavorable comparisons (D =-0.11)
than did learning (D = 4.85, F(1,76) = 3.25, p = .08) and practice participants (D = 5.92, F (1,76)
=4.31, p <.05), which did not differ from each other (F(1,76) < 1, ns). Interestingly, learning
and practice participants recalled significantly more unfavorable than favorable comparisons
(F(1,76) = 6.22, p < .05 and ; F(1,76) = 7.57, p < .01, respectively), whereas experiential
participants, on average, correctly recalled an equal number of favorable and unfavorable
comparisons (£(1,76) = 0.00, ns). Furthermore, the conditions did not differ in self-reported
regret associated with the first store choice (Mexperiential = 3.39, Micaming = 3.61, Mpraciice = 3.87, all
F's <1), or in the self-reported attention paid to the prices (Mexperiential = 6.86, Micaming = 6.89,
Mpraciice = 6.96, all F's < 1). These results provide further evidence that the observed differences
in the interpretation of the mixed price comparisons did not result from differences in
experienced regret or from differences in effort spent during the task.
Discussion

Compared to participants who merely experienced the price comparisons, participants in
the learning condition (1) recalled a greater number of trips on which the chosen store was more
expensive rather than cheaper than the other two stores, (2) were less likely to perceive the
chosen store as the cheapest store, and (3) were more likely to switch stores. These results
suggest that people who are learning for future choices tend to selectively look for opportunities
to improve their decisions and thus shift their focus toward unfavorable comparisons. However,
given that the trips in the learning condition had actual monetary consequences, one could argue
that the unfavorable comparisons in this condition had more impact because they caused more
regret. Yet, two pieces of evidence contradict this alternative explanation. First, the self-reported

regret measure did not reveal any differences between the conditions. Second, and more
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important, participants for whom the first set of trips were simply practice trips for future
decisions also showed an increased greater impact of unfavorable comparisons.

These results do not necessarily imply that the regret associated with unfavorable
comparisons cannot increase the relative impact of these comparisons. However, these results do
demonstrate that the anticipation of future choices can increase the relative impact of
unfavorable comparisons and that this effect is not mediated by changes in the affective reactions
to these comparisons. In the following experiments, we will first examine the robustness and

consequences of this effect and then focus on the underlying process.

EXPERIMENT 2A

Experiment 1 demonstrated that the expectation of similar future choices shifts consumers’
focus toward the unfavorable comparisons, resulting in a less favorable perception of the chosen
store. Experiments 2A, 2B, and 2C test the robustness of this effect by systematically changing
different aspects of the procedure and thus provide more insight into the possible implications of
the phenomenon as well as the nature of the underlying process. Experiment 2A extends the first
experiment in two ways: by testing the normative implications of this effect and by replicating it
in a more externally valid context. First, since all stores in the first experiment had equivalent
price distributions, there was no normatively correct answer for the selection of the cheapest
store. As a result, we could not test whether the expectation of future choices could actually
diminish the quality of these choices. The second experiment addresses this issue by making the
chosen store cheaper than the other two stores. If the shift toward unfavorable comparisons
persists in this context, it would indicate that consumers who are using mixed comparisons to

prepare for future choices may end up with worse choices than those who are merely
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experiencing the comparisons. The second objective of this experiment is to increase the external
validity of the task. It is unlikely that consumers will obtain comparative price information for
two other stores after each of 36 different shopping trips. However, external agents such as
Internet websites (e.g., “shopping bots™) can easily provide consumers with a wealth of
comparative price information without actual shopping trips taking place. Therefore, in the
second experiment, the price comparisons were not presented as shopping trips, but as
comparative price information provided by a shopping bot. Thus, the selected store only served
as the focal store in the comparisons, not as the store at which they made actual purchases.
Finally, aside from these two main changes, we also included additional control measures to
provide more insight into the underlying effect. In particular, we aimed to test whether the
increased impact of unfavorable comparisons resulted from a selective search for ways to
improve the decision or from the active generation of upward counterfactuals.
Method

Seventy-six undergraduate students participated in exchange for course credit.
Participants were randomly assigned to either the practice condition or the experiential
condition. These conditions were identical to the corresponding conditions in experiment 1 with
the following exceptions. First, the price comparisons were not presented as actual shopping
trips but as comparative price information supplied by an internet “shopping bot”. Participants
in the practice condition were asked to rely on this practice information to make an informed
store choice in the second part of the experiment. Participants in the experiential condition, who
did not expect a second choice, were asked to assess the ease of processing the price
comparisons so that they could later evaluate the shopping bot based on this impression.

Second, the store prices were adjusted so that, across all products, the chosen store was $9



cheaper than the other stores. Third, participants in the practice condition did not expect to be
paid based on their performance. Instead, they were told that they would receive feedback on
the accuracy of their choice. Finally, some changes were made to the dependent measures.
Aside from the selection of the cheapest store, the second store choice and the attention
measure, participants were also asked whether they were looking for ways to improve their
choice (on a 9-point scale), whether they were focusing on cheaper prices at the other store or
cheaper prices at the store they had selected (on a slider scale, anchored by -100 ="...cheaper
prices at the other stores" and +100 = "...cheaper prices at the store I had selected"), and how
often they had thought "if only I had chosen the other store" (i.e., generation of upward
counterfactuals, measured on a 9-point scale).
Results and Discussion

In the practice condition, 13 percent of participants perceived their chosen store as the
cheapest store, compared to 35 percent in the experiential condition. Participants who were
preparing for a future store choice were significantly less likely to perceive their chosen store a
the cheapest store than were participants who were focusing on the ease of processing the price
information (°(1) = 5.23, p < .05), replicating the basic effect of experiment 1. Furthermore,
compared to experiential participants, practice participants were less confident that the chosen
store was the cheapest store (Mciice = =41, Mexperienial = -1.4, F'(1,74) = 6.70, p < .05) were less
likely to stick with their chosen store for their actual shopping trips (7 practice = - 18, 7 experiential =

46, /(1) =6.89, p < .01), and reported focusing more on the cheaper prices at the other stores

18
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(rather than at their own store), though this last difference did not reach significance (Mraciice = -

22.1, Mepeienia = -0.9, F (1,73) =2.52, p = .12).

The additional control measures indicate that, compared to experiential participants,
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practice participants were not generating more upward counterfactuals (Mracice = 4.0, Mexperiential =
4.4, F (1,73) <1, ns), but did report paying more attention to the prices, though this difference
did not reach significance (Mraciice = 6.5, Mexperienia = 5.8, F (1,73) =2.44, p = .12). Practice
participants also reported being more motivated to look for ways to improve their initial choice
(M praciice = 5.9, Mexperientia = 4.8, F (1,73) = 5.18, p <.05). Furthermore, participants who were
more motivated to look for improvement were less likely to select the chosen store as the
cheapest store ( ;/ (1) =3.84, p <.05) and, when this motivation measure was entered into the
model, the effect of our manipulation on the on the selection of the cheapest store became only
marginally significant (¥°(1) = 2.66, p = .10).

Together, these results indicate that consumers’ anticipation of future choices can result
in less optimal future choices, as a result of an increased emphasis on unfavorable comparisons.
Furthermore, the increased focus on unfavorable comparisons does not follow from increased
generation of upward counterfactuals, but instead seems to result from a selective search for

ways in which the current selection can be improved.

EXPERIMENT 2B
Experiment 2A replicated the results of the first experiment in a more externally valid
context in which there were clear normative consequences. Experiment 2B aimed to further
examine the scope of the effect by testing an implication for the perception of alternative stores.
If consumers who are learning for future choices focus on unfavorable comparisons, then they
should perceive a store that charges prices that are negatively correlated with the prices at the
chosen store as cheaper than a store that charges prices that are positively correlated with the

prices at the chosen store. Indeed, when the chosen store is more expensive than the other two
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stores, the negatively correlated store will tend to be cheaper than the positively correlated store
(even though it is more expensive on the favorable comparisons), as is illustrated in appendix 2,
which lists the price deviations used in experiment 2B.

Method

Seventy-one undergraduate students participated in exchange for course credit. All
participants were assigned to a practice condition that was identical to the practice condition in
experiment 2A except for the store prices and the dependent measures. Both alternative stores
had the same average price as the chosen store, but one store’s prices were positively correlated
with the chosen store, whereas the other store’s prices were negatively correlated. The position
on the screen of the two stores was counterbalanced. The dependent measures included the
selection of the cheapest store, frequency estimates of the number of times that the left versus
right store was cheaper than the other store, and a slider scale measure of the relative cheapness
of the left versus the right store (anchored by -100 = “Left store was clearly cheaper” and +100
= “Right store was clearly cheaper”).
Results and Discussion
Consistent with the practice conditions in the previous experiments, the majority of the

participants (68 percent) did not select the chosen store as the cheapest store. Out of these 48
participants, the majority (71 percent) selected the negatively correlated store as the cheapest
store (z = 3.2, p <.01). Participants also estimated that the negatively correlated store was
cheaper than the positively correlated store on 21.2 trips, whereas the positively correlated store
was cheaper on 14.8 trips (F (1,70) = 13.5, p <.01). In actuality, each store was cheaper than
the other one on 18 trips. Finally, the slider measure also demonstrated that participants

perceived the negatively correlated store as cheaper (M =-34.9, ¢ (70) = -6.1, p <.01). These
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results are consistent with our assertion that participants who are preparing for future choices
attend more to unfavorable comparisons, resulting not only in an overly negative perception of
the chosen store (as demonstrated in the previous experiments), but also in a biased perception

of other stores, favoring the store that is cheapest on the unfavorable comparisons.

EXPERIMENT 2C

The preceding experiments demonstrated that consumers who anticipate future store
choices tend to overemphasize the unfavorable comparisons which can result in an overly
negative perception of the chosen store, lead consumers to switch to more expensive stores, and
bias their perception of competing stores. To account for these effects, we have proposed that
consumers who expect similar future choices selectively search for ways to improve their choice.
Since unfavorable comparisons reveal opportunities for improvement, they pay more attention to
these comparisons, thus increasing their impact. The objective of experiment 2C is to test some
alternative explanations for the observed effect and provide more insight into the underlying
process. In doing so, this experiment will also more clearly determine the boundaries of the
phenomenon that we are studying.

First, we have argued that participants in the practice conditions process the price
information differently from those in the experiential conditions because the latter do not expect
any future choices. However, the differences between the conditions may also be driven by
differences in the perceived importance of the price comparisons. Since practice participants are
trying to learn from the comparisons, they should be processing the comparisons more intensely
than experiential participants. Therefore, it is possible that the shift toward unfavorable

comparisons is the result of a general increase in learning motivation and is not unique to the
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preparation for future choices. To address this issue, we replaced the experiential condition with
a quiz condition. Similar to practice participants, quiz participants were trying to learn from the
price comparisons. However, unlike practice participants, quiz participants expected a quiz about
the relative store prices at the end of the experiment, rather than a second choice. Therefore, quiz
participants were not learning for future choices, but were learning to perform well on a quiz at
the end of the experiment. If the increased focus on unfavorable comparisons was due to the
expectation of a future choice, practice participants should perceive the selected store as more
expensive than quiz participants. However, if the increased focus on unfavorable comparisons
was due to a general increase in learning motivation or involvement, then there should be no
difference in store perception between the two conditions.

Second, we have argued that the increased impact of the unfavorable comparisons is the
result of a selective search strategy and not due to heightened feelings of regret or increased
generation of upward counterfactuals. Some of the preceding findings were already inconsistent
with these alternative explanations, in particular the persistence of the effect in the price bot
scenarios and the lack of differences on the self-report measure of counterfactual generation. In
the procedure of experiment 2C, we further reduce the likelihood of these processes by having
the computer randomly select the focal store for the price comparisons. If people do not have
personal control over a situation, there is no decision they can possibly regret and they are less
likely to generate upward counterfactuals (i.e., “if only I had selected a different store,...”)
(Markman et al. 1995).

Method
Ninety-three undergraduate students participated in exchange for course credit.

Participants were randomly assigned to either the practice condition or the quiz condition. The



23

practice condition was identical to the practice condition in experiment 2A with the exception
that the focal store was randomly selected by the computer. In the quiz condition, participants
did not expect an actual store choice, but instead expected to be quizzed at the end of the
experiment “to test how much you have learned about the prices that the three stores offer”.
Results and Discussion

In the practice condition, 22 percent of participants perceived their chosen store as the
cheapest store, compared to 41 percent in the quiz condition. Participants who were learning for
a future choice were less likely to perceive their chosen store as the cheapest store than were
participants who were learning for a quiz about the store prices (1(1) = 3.68, p < .06).
Although the two conditions did not differ on the actual store choice (7 praciice = -24, 7 quiz = -30,
7/ (1)< 1, ns), practice participants were significantly less confident that the chosen store was
the cheapest store (Mractice = -3.3, Mqui, = -0.9, F' (1,91) = 4.41, p <.05), and reported focusing
more on the unfavorable comparisons (Mpacice= -34.3, My, = -7.2, F (1,91) = 5.97, p <.05).

Although practice participants had a more negative perception of the chosen store, they
did not report paying more attention to the price comparisons (Muciice = 7.0, My, = 6.6, F (1,91)
= 1.44, ns), or being more interested in the outcome of the initial store selection (Mraciice = 3.6,
M., = 3.9, F (1,91) <1, ns), indicating that increased attention or involvement was not
essential for shifting consumers’ focus toward the unfavorable comparisons. Furthermore, the
basic effect was replicated, even though the focal store for the price comparisons was selected
by the shopping bot, suggesting that the unfavorable impression of the chosen store was not
driven by an increased generation of upward counterfactuals. Finally, as in experiment 2A,
practice participants were more likely to report looking for ways to improve the store selection

(Moractice= 6.2, Myi, = 5.1, F (1,91) = 6.83, p < .05). Furthermore, participants who were looking
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for ways to improve were less likely to perceive the chosen store as the cheapest store (y°(1) =
3.27, p = .07) and when this term was added to the model, the effect of the instructions on the
cheapest store selection became less pronounced (7°(1) = 2.20, p = .14).

Together, these results indicate that the preparative mindset adopted by the practice
participants led them to strategically shift their attention toward the unfavorable comparisons in
search for ways to improve their current situation. Furthermore, these results also illustrate the
strength and pervasiveness of the effect. The difference between the practice and quiz
conditions consisted of an almost negligible change in the instructions: participants in both
conditions were trying to learn from the comparisons, only the ultimate application of the
learned information was slightly different. The difference between the stores was equally
subtle: the “chosen store” was merely a store that had been randomly selected to serve as the
focus of the (inconsequential) price comparisons. However, despite the subtlety of these
differences, participants in the quiz condition were still twice as likely to perceive the focal
store as the cheapest store. This demonstrates that small changes in expectations and store

presentation can have a meaningful impact on consumers’ store perceptions.

EXPERIMENT 3
In each of the preceding experiments, participants shifted their attention toward the
unfavorable price comparisons when they expected similar future choices. Thus, consumers'
focus on the unfavorable price comparisons seems to serve a similar preparative function as does
the generation of upward counterfactuals (Roese 1994) and the search for upward social
comparisons (Taylor and Schneider 1989). However, the unfavorable comparisons may not be

the only comparisons that can serve a preparative function. Recently, McMullen and Markman
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(2000) demonstrated that the generation of downward counterfactuals can sometimes increase
people’s learning motivation by serving as a wake-up call. It should be noted that they only
demonstrated that generating downward counterfactuals can increase learning motivation, not
that an increased learning motivation can lead people to generate downward counterfactuals (or
shift their attention to favorable comparisons). Yet, the argument that downward counterfactuals
can point out alternatives that should be avoided suggests that favorable comparisons can serve a
preparative function as well. As we argue below, this implies that the link between the
expectation of future choices and an increased emphasis on unfavorable price comparisons may
depend on people’s prior beliefs about the alternatives in the decision environment.

In experiment 3, we manipulated participants’ prior beliefs about the stores as well as
their expectation of a second store choice. The procedure for this experiment was based on
experiment 1: participants selected a store and made simulated shopping trips to their chosen
store. The design included two learning conditions, in both of which participants expected a
second store choice. In the first condition (the discount store condition), participants were told
that one of the stores was significantly cheaper than the other two stores, whereas in the second
condition (the rip-off store condition), participants were told that one of the stores was
significantly more expensive than the other two stores. In the discount store condition, the
anticipation of a second store choice should increase participants’ sensitivity to lower prices
charged at an alternative store, given that these prices suggest that this alternative store may be
the discount store. This is the classic situation in which unfavorable comparisons can reveal
opportunities for future improvement. However, in the rip-off store condition, the anticipation of
a second choice should increase the sensitivity to both higher and lower prices charged at

alternative stores. Unfavorable comparisons suggest that the chosen store may be the rip-off
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store, and thus reveal an opportunity for future improvement; consistent with the view that the
preparative function is served by unfavorable comparisons. However, in this situation, favorable
comparisons may also serve a preparative function since they point out possible pitfalls that have
to be avoided. Higher prices charged at an alternative store suggest that this other store may be
the rip-off store and thus should be avoided on future trips. Thus, we predict that the expectation
of a second choice will reduce the likelihood of perceiving the chosen store as the cheapest store
in the discount store condition, but not in the rip-off store condition.

To measure the effect of participants’ preparative mindset, an experiential control
condition was included in which participants did not expect a second store choice. Participants in
this condition were also not given any prior information about the presence of a discount or rip-
off store since we worried that this may automatically create the expectation of future choices (in
which they had to select the discount store or avoid the rip-off store). Unfortunately, this implied
that comparing the learning conditions to the control condition measured the effects of store
information as well as learning perspective. To isolate the effect of the store information, we
included two additional experiential conditions. In these conditions, participants were informed
about the second choice and about the presence of either a discount store or a rip-off store after
the shopping trips, but before the dependent measures. Thus, like control participants,
participants in the experiential / discount store and experiential / rip-off store conditions
processed the price comparisons without the additional information in mind. However, like
learning participants, participants in these experiential conditions had all the information
available to them when they selected the cheapest store and answered the dependent measures.
Therefore, by comparing these two experiential conditions to the control condition, we can

measure the direct effect of the belief manipulation, and by comparing them to the learning
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conditions, we can measure the effect of processing the price comparisons with the second
choice and the belief manipulation in mind.
Method

One hundred and seventy-one undergraduate students were randomly assigned to a 2
(belief manipulation) x 2 (learning / experiential) design with an additional experiential control
condition. Because we noticed that several participants rushed through the task, we excluded
data from the fastest ten percent of participants in each condition (20 participants in total) to
ensure that participants had adequately processed the stimuli. The use of alternative criteria did
not alter our pattern of results. Whereas the control condition was identical to the experiential
condition in experiment 1, participants in the four other conditions received additional store
information. Participants in the rip-off store conditions were told that, although no two stores had
the same average price, one of the stores was substantially more expensive than the other two
stores. In contrast, participants in the discount store conditions were told that, although no two
stores had the same average price, one of the stores was substantially less expensive than the
other two stores. In the learning conditions, the store information was provided before the
shopping trips, whereas in the experiential conditions, the information was provided after the
shopping trips, but before the dependent measures. Unlike experiential participants, participants
in the learning conditions also expected a second choice.
Results and Discussion

Figure 2 shows the proportion of participants who perceived the chosen store as the

cheapest store, while Figure 3 shows the mean estimates of th