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CHAPTER ONE 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This introduction is partly based on Bullens, L., Förster, J., van Harreveld, F., & Liberman, N. 

(2011). Self-produced decisional conflict due to incorrect metacognitions. In B. Gawronski & F. 

Strack (Eds.), Cognitive consistency: A fundamental principle in social cognition. New York: 

Guilford Press.
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A few years ago I arrived in an idyllic village in Austria. Together with a group of friends 

we had planned a skiing trip, and finally the time had come. Until then, I had always 

rented my gear at the local rental store. This year, however, I had brought my own 

brand-new skis that I had purchased back home during the low season sale. I hoped I 

had chosen the right skis, especially because I would not be able to return them to the 

store. As for my boots, I had decided to buy them at our holiday destination. There, I 

would get the opportunity to purchase a set of boots, try them for a couple of days, and, 

if not entirely satisfied, change them for a different pair. In essence, a perfect deal I 

reckoned. Choosing the boots turned out to be quite difficult. There were so many boots 

to choose from; all differed in type, shape, and color. Moreover, it turned out that there 

were quite a few additional attributes I should take into account. Anyway, after some 

fitting, thinking, doubting, and reasoning, I finally ended up with a nice pair of boots. 

They seemed perfect. 

The fact that I still had the opportunity to change my mind, felt comforting at first. 

Nevertheless, throughout my holiday I was haunted by thoughts about my initially 

chosen boots; were they actually a bit too small? Maybe I should have bought boots that 

were a little more flexible than these. Do all boots hurt a little at the end of the day? At 

the end of my holiday, however, I decided not to exchange them, because over the days I 

had become rather attached to this particular pair of boots.  

Altogether, when we drove back home, and I saw my new boots lying in the back 

of the car, I felt pleasure on the one hand (I had new boots!), but uncertainty about the 

correctness of my decision on the other. No such uncertainty, though, existed whenever I 

thought about my new skis. In fact, I was entirely satisfied with that decision. My skis 

were perfect; good shape and length, and easy to handle. And although the color red is 

definitely not my favorite, the redness of my skis helped me out when trying to find 

them back in the snow after one of my dropdowns. 

Many of the decisions we make during our lives, like the aforementioned 

purchase of skis, are irreversible. Other decisions leave more room for changing our 

initial preferences, such as the decision regarding the boots. These reversible decisions 

provide us with the opportunity to change our minds at a later point in time. People 

generally prefer reversible to irreversible decisions (see Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). We, for 
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instance, tend to provide temporary (rather than permanent) contracts to new 

employees, live together with our romantic partners for a while before getting married, 

and buy products at full price that we can return to the store rather than products that 

are on sale but cannot be returned.  

Apparently, people seem to believe that the option to change a decision at a later 

moment in time leads to better decisions and the most beneficial decision outcome. 

Research by Gilbert and Ebert (2002), however, demonstrated that reversible decisions 

in fact yield lower levels of post-choice satisfaction than decisions that are final. Hence, 

the subjective theories people have about reversible decision-making appear not to be 

entirely accurate. We do not seem very good at predicting our reactions subsequent to 

reversible decisions, as illustrated by my unexpected uncertainty about the purchased 

boots. Like the decision-makers themselves, research on decision-making also appears 

to provide limited insight into the topic of decision reversibility. Up until now very few 

studies investigated the consequences of reversible versus irreversible decision-making, 

and many questions concerning the topic are yet unanswered. This dissertation aims to 

fill this void in the literature by investigating more extensively the cognitive (Chapters 2 

and 3), motivational (Chapter 4) and behavioral (Chapter 5) processes that are affected 

by the reversibility versus irreversibility of decisions. In the remainder of this 

introduction, I will first give a brief overview of the existing literature regarding decision 

reversibility. Thereafter, I will discuss some of the existing gaps in the literature, and, 

finally, I will provide an outline of the empirical chapters in this dissertation.  

What we know about decision reversibility 

As mentioned above, people generally prefer reversible to irreversible decisions. 

Gilbert and Ebert (2002), however, demonstrated that reversible decision-making tends 

to have a negative impact on choice satisfaction. In one of their studies, participants 

were asked to rank nine art posters and were subsequently given a choice between their 

third and fourth ranked posters to thank them for their participation. After making their 

decision, they were randomly allocated to a reversible or irreversible decision condition. 

Half of the participants were told that they could exchange their poster for a different 

one anytime during the following month, whereas the other half were told that their 

decision was final. After 15 minutes, all participants were again asked to evaluate the art 
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posters. Results revealed an increase in liking of the chosen poster for those in the 

irreversible decision condition and a decrease in liking of the chosen poster for those in 

the reversible decision condition.  

Gilbert and Ebert (2002) explained their findings by suggesting that the 

“psychological immune system” is unable to start operating in the context of reversible 

decisions. This psychological immune system comprises people’s basic tendency to 

restructure their views of possible outcomes in such a way that their own outcomes are 

experienced more positively. As Gilbert and Ebert write: “human beings are famous for 

seeking, attending to, interpreting, and remembering information in ways that allow 

them to feel satisfied with themselves and their lots” (p.503). One of the most prominent 

theories that portray this general tendency within the decision-making domain is 

cognitive dissonance theory (Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1957). Research on cognitive 

dissonance theory has convincingly shown that people increase the attractiveness of the 

chosen alternative, and decrease the attractiveness of the rejected alternative(s) after 

they have made a decision. In other words the desirability ratings of the chosen and 

rejected alternatives tend to be spread apart. Such spreading apart helps to reduce the 

cognitive inconsistencies (i.e., thoughts on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative 

and the positive aspects of the rejected alternative) people may have about the attitude 

object.  

According to Gilbert and Ebert (2002), the psychological immune system is 

activated after people have made an irreversible decision. In that case people enhance 

the attractiveness of the chosen alternative, and reduce the attractiveness of the rejected 

alternative(s). However, after making a reversible decision, people will not spread apart 

the desirability of the alternatives, but instead opt for a revision (i.e., opt for another 

alternative) as the first line of defense. Yet, such revisions, as it appears from 

observations in both research and real life, are quite uncommon (see Gilbert & Ebert, 

2002). As social psychologists have argued and demonstrated; even the most tentative 

steps towards making a choice commits the decision-maker toward the chosen option 

(e.g., Cialdini, Cacioppo, Bassett, & Miller, 1978). Hence, an important reason for the 

general reluctance to revise a choice is that people already experience a sense of 

ownership of the preliminary chosen object (Bar-Hillel & Neter, 1996; Kahneman, 

Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990; Thaler, 1980). Along these lines, changing an initially chosen 
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object for another one will feel as a loss, which people generally try to avoid (Kahneman 

& Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1991). As a result, reversible suboptimal 

decision outcomes are not resolved by any means; neither by the psychological immune 

system, nor by changing the decision.  

The assumptions by Gilbert and Ebert (2002) appear to be supported by earlier 

research by Frey and colleagues (Frey, 1981; Frey & Rosch, 1984). They investigated the 

relationship between decision reversibility and information search and demonstrated 

that people show a stronger preference for choice-consistent new information (i.e., 

seeking positive information and avoiding negative information about one’s chosen 

alternative) following irreversible rather than reversible decisions. Thus, in the context 

of irreversible decisions, the relative attractiveness of new choice-consistent 

information increased, which, like spreading of alternatives, may possibly reduce 

dissonance and optimize choice satisfaction. In the context of reversible decisions, 

however, no such effect occurred. Altogether, it thus seems that the lower levels of 

choice satisfaction after reversible decision-making are due to the fact that the option to 

revise withholds the psychological immune system to start operating, thereby 

obstructing people’s basic tendency to find ways of optimizing their choice (such as 

spreading the attractiveness of alternatives).  

Recently, the issue of decision reversibility and its effects on spreading of 

alternatives has been addressed more explicitly within the Inferences from Decision 

Difficulty model (IFDD; Liberman & Förster, 2006). Cognitive dissonance theory (Brehm, 

1956; Festinger, 1957) predicts that the spreading of alternatives is especially enhanced 

when decisions are difficult, because then more post-decisional dissonance is produced 

(Brehm, 1956; Converse & Cooper, 1979; Shultz, Léveillé, & Lepper, 1999). IFDD, on the 

other hand, predicts that this is only true if the decision is irreversible. Thus, in case of a 

difficult irreversible decision, spreading of alternatives will occur in order to reduce 

post-decisional conflict. Yet, if the decision is reversible, the spreading of alternatives 

will be less pronounced or will even diminish, because the alternatives both remain 

relevant. Spreading, in this case, would not be beneficial because people are still able to 

change their minds into the direction of the other attractive alternative. In other words, 

when the decision is reversible, the psychological immune system is not activated, 
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because both the chosen and the rejected alternatives remain relevant to the decision-

maker. 

In one of their studies, the authors (Liberman & Förster, 2006; Study 4) directly 

examined the prediction that repeatability of a decision would moderate the effect of 

decision difficulty on spreading of alternatives. In this study, participants had to rate ten 

individuals in terms of how much they would like to cooperate with them in a following 

task. Subsequently they also had to choose between two of these individuals. This 

decision was either difficult or easy. In the easy decision condition, participants had to 

choose between the candidate with the highest rating and the candidate with the lowest 

rating. In the difficult decision condition, they were asked to choose between two 

candidates with similar ratings. The authors also added a manipulation of repeatability 

of the decision. Specifically, some participants were told that they would make a one-

time decision (non-repeatable decision condition), whereas others were told that they 

would be allowed to repeat the same decision at a later stage (repeatable decision 

condition). It was predicted and found that in the non-repeatable decision condition, 

spreading apart of alternatives was enhanced when the decision was difficult. The 

reverse was true in the repeatable decision condition: here, results revealed less 

spreading of alternatives when the decision was difficult rather than easy. Although a 

repeatable decision is conceptually different from a reversible decision, for both 

reversible and repeatable decisions the alternatives remain relevant. According to IFDD, 

it is especially the future relevance of the decision alternatives that determines whether 

post-decisional spreading of alternatives occurs. In line with Gilbert and Ebert’s (2002) 

reasoning, this research, thus, shows that reversibility (i.e., when options remain 

relevant) triggers a different means of the psychological immune system.  

In sum, previous research provided some preliminary insights into decision 

reversibility and its effects on spreading of alternatives. Yet, there are several important 

issues regarding decision reversibility that remain unclear and that deserve research 

attention. I will now discuss these issues in more detail. 
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What we do not yet know about decision reversibility 

The small body of literature on the topic of decision reversibility mainly relies on 

self-report measures, and generally focuses on processes that take place on a conscious 

level. However, insight into more basic, and less deliberate cognitive processes 

associated with (ir)reversible decision-making is still lacking. Below I will elaborate on 

the processes that might play a role in the context of reversible versus irreversible 

decisions. 

Decisional engagement 

One issue not yet adequately explored, for example, concerns the question how 

much people remain occupied with reversible or irreversible decisions. That is, how 

much a choice remains on top of one’s mind. Do levels of decisional engagement actually 

differ as a function of the extent to which people can revise their choice? It could be 

argued that individuals are likely to think more about their choice after reversible rather 

than irreversible decision-making (i.e., they are more occupied with the decision at 

hand). This could be caused by the fact that in case of reversible decision-making they 

still contemplate on whether revising is actually necessary. In other words, one may 

suggest stronger decisional engagement after reversible as opposed to irreversible 

decision-making. Such a finding would not only provide us with better insight into what 

happens in people’s minds after having made a reversible or irreversible choice; finding 

a relation between decision reversibility and strength of decisional engagement could 

also spawn new interesting research questions such as to what extent decision 

reversibility (through decisional engagement) affects people’s cognitive capacity, and, 

thereby, their performance on cognitive tasks, even beyond the decision-making process 

itself.  

In their research, Gilbert and Ebert (2002) only briefly related decision-

reversibility to strength of decisional engagement. They simply examined how much 

participants thought about the choice alternatives after having made a reversible or 

irreversible decision. It appeared that participants reported similar amounts of decision-

related thoughts, irrespective of the condition they were assigned to. On the basis of 

these results, one could argue that decision-makers seem as occupied with reversible 
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decisions as they are with irreversible decisions. However, research on goal fulfillment, 

may pose a challenge to this notion. Research on goal fulfillment has shown that as long 

as goals are active, goal-related constructs remain accessible (Förster, Liberman, & 

Higgins, 2005; Goschke & Kuhl, 1993), which is thought to be conducive for effective 

goal pursuit (Bargh, 1997). The accessibility of goal-related constructs endures as long 

as the goal is active. Upon goal fulfillment, the accessibility of goal-related constructs is 

subsequently inhibited, which allows cognitive resources to be applied to other 

important goals/tasks (Förster, Liberman, & Friedman, 2007; Förster, Liberman, & 

Higgins, 2005; Zeigarnik, 1927).  

One could argue that reversible decisions are akin to unfulfilled goals. That is, as 

long as the decision is open to change, the goal to make a decision is not yet fulfilled. As 

such, I expect higher accessibility of decision-related constructs (i.e., higher decisional 

engagement) after having made a reversible choice. Furthermore, I expect that as soon 

as the decision changes from reversible to irreversible, decision-related constructs are 

likely to be inhibited in order to create the cognitive capacity that is required to perform 

other tasks.  

Thus, on the basis of goal fulfillment literature, I expect that decision reversibility 

increases accessibility of decision-related thoughts and, thus, decisional engagement. 

The fact that Gilbert and Ebert (2002) did not find differences in the amount of thoughts 

that participants reported about their decision, might be due to them not being aware of 

having these thoughts. It could be that self-reports do not accurately reflect decisional 

engagement. Hence, in the present dissertation I make a new attempt in investigating 

the relation between decision reversibility and decisional engagement, but this time by 

using a more implicit measurement.  

Choice satisfaction 

Another matter deserving further research is the counterintuitive relation 

between reversible decision-making and choice satisfaction. As already alluded to in this 

introduction, Gilbert and Ebert (2002) explained their revealed differences in choice 

satisfaction after reversible versus irreversible decision-making by arguing that the 

psychological immune system is unable to start operating after having made a reversible 
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choice. Furthermore, they suggested that in those circumstances people continue to 

critically evaluate the chosen option and especially pay attention to its imperfections in 

order to decide whether or not to keep their chosen alternative. According to Gilbert and 

Ebert this continued pondering may have a negative impact upon their satisfaction. 

Although the latter assumption appears plausible, direct evidence for the proposed 

underlying mechanism has never been provided. That is, we do not know whether 

decision-makers focus on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative after reversible 

decision-making. Knowing whether this is the case could explain why individuals are 

less satisfied with a reversible choice. 

Motivational consequences 

Interestingly, the motivational underpinnings of reversible and irreversible 

decision-making are also still unexplored. Recently, researchers started to acknowledge 

the importance of investigating motivational processes in the decision-making domain 

(see for instance, Aaker and Lee, 2001; Briley and Wyer, 2002; Pham and Avnet, 2004; 

Pham and Higgins, 2005; Werth and Förster, 2007; Zhou and Pham, 2004). In the 

context of decision reversibility, however, no such research yet exists.  

One of the motivational theories gaining increased attention in the psychology of 

decision-making is regulatory focus theory (RFT) (Higgins, 1997, 1998, 2002). 

According to this theory, there are two self-regulatory systems to achieve a goal; a 

promotion system and a prevention system. Individuals in a promotion focus direct their 

attention towards gains and the achievement of ideals, and to the presence or absence of 

positive outcomes. Individuals in a prevention focus are concerned with the avoidance 

of losses and the fulfillment of duties, and the presence or absence of negative outcomes. 

As a result, people in a promotion focus show risk-taking and eager behavior, whereas 

people in a prevention focus show avoidant and careful behavior (Förster, Higgins, & 

Bianco, 2003). 

On the one hand it could be argued that irreversible decisions elicit a careful and 

vigilant prevention strategy for decision-makers in order to deal with the pressure they 

may feel to immediately make the best decision. On the other hand, such ‘one-shot’ 

decisions may also make decision-makers eager in striving for success and may 
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therefore lead to a focus on positive outcomes, yielding a promotion focus instead. 

Reversible decisions may put the decision-maker’s mind at ease, perhaps even 

encouraging him/her to choose a more risky promotion strategy. On the other hand, 

reversible decisions may also activate a prevention focus as reversible decision-making 

may lead to a focus on the presence or absence of a negative outcome.  

Altogether, there are quite a few questions concerning the topic of decision 

reversibility waiting to be answered. For instance, what cognitive processes occur when 

people have made an (ir)reversible decision? What processes actually underlie the 

effects found on choice satisfaction? What are the motivational consequences of decision 

reversibility? In this dissertation, I aim to answer these questions.  

Overview of empirical chapters 

Chapter 2 and 3 both revolve around the question what happens in people’s 

minds after having made a reversible or irreversible choice. In these two chapters, I aim 

to gain more insight into the cognitive processes underlying decision reversibility. In the 

first part of Chapter 2, I examine the relation between decision reversibility and strength 

of decisional engagement. On the basis of the goal fulfillment literature, I expect that 

individuals remain more occupied with reversible rather than irreversible decisions, at 

least as long as they can change their minds. I will test these ideas by having participants 

make a reversible or irreversible choice, and by subsequently measuring their reaction 

time performance on a lexical decision task containing decision-related and decision-

unrelated words (Study 2.1). In the second part of Chapter 2, I investigate whether 

reversible decision-making (perhaps due to stronger decisional engagement) puts an 

extra strain upon people’s cognitive resources (Study 2.2).  

In Chapter 3, I focus on the underlying processes driving the counterintuitive 

relation between decision reversibility and choice satisfaction. More specifically, in this 

chapter I aim to establish what aspects of the decision people attend to after having 

made a reversible or irreversible choice. Possible differences in attention will be related 

to choice satisfaction. I propose that, in line with what would be expected on the basis of 

cognitive dissonance theory, irreversible decision-making will direct one’s attention to 

those aspects of the decision that optimize choice satisfaction (i.e., to the positive 
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aspects of the chosen alternative and to the negative aspects of the rejected alternative). 

Reversible decision-making will, instead, direct one’s attention to the negative aspects of 

the chosen and to the positive aspects of the rejected alternatives (i.e., to the presence or 

absence of a negative outcome), thereby potentially reducing feelings of satisfaction. 

In Chapter 4, I address the motivational effects of decision reversibility. More 

specifically, I investigate how reversible and irreversible decision-making affects 

regulatory motivation. On the basis of research by Hafner, White, and Handley (2011) 

who demonstrated more counterfactual thinking after reversible decision-making 

(likewise implying a focus on negative outcomes), I expect reversible decision-makers to 

become relatively more prevention than promotion-motivated as compared to 

irreversible decision-makers. I test this prediction in five studies using different 

indicators of regulatory motivation, such as participants’ self-expressed preferences for 

approach versus avoidance and their speed and accuracy motivations.  

Chapter 5 examines whether the motivational effects of decision reversibility also 

carry-over to the post-decisional phase, and influence the decision-maker’s performance 

on a subsequent, unrelated task. I focus on the influence of decision reversibility on 

creative and analytical performance. I investigate this because regulatory motivation – 

the motivation that appears to be affected by decision reversibility – is known to impact 

upon people’s performance on these types of tasks (see for instance, Förster and 

Denzler, 2012; Friedman and Förster, 2001). I expect reversible decision-making to 

facilitate analytical ability, but impair creative performance. For irreversible decision-

making, I expect the reverse to be true. If that is the case it would indicate that reversible 

decision-making is not as unequivocally detrimental as suggested by previous research. 

 Altogether, the four empirical chapters in this dissertation aim to gain more 

insight into the cognitive, motivational, and behavioral consequences of decision 

reversibility. Each chapter is based on an individual research article, and can therefore 

be read independently. However, there may be some overlap in content. The concluding 

Chapter 6 provides an overview of the findings, attempts to integrate the results in a 

comprehensive framework, and also presents directions for future research. 
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Changing our decisions sets up a bad habit. It reinforces decision-making as an expression 
of bewilderment and ignorance, instead of wisdom and freedom. 

– S. Mipham 
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CHAPTER TWO 

KEEPING ONE’S OPTIONS OPEN: 

THE DETRIMENTAL CONSEQUENCES OF DECISION REVERSIBILITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on Bullens, L., van Harreveld, F., & Förster, J. (2011). Keeping one's options 

open: The detrimental consequences of decision reversibility. Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, 47, 800-805.
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People generally prefer decisions that can be revised at a later point in time (Gilbert & 

Ebert, 2002). Many individuals, for instance, tend to live together with their romantic 

partner for years before getting married, favor shops where they get the opportunity to 

return their goods, and give temporary contracts to new employees. All those examples 

may reflect peoples’ proclivity to keep their options open rather than to make a final 

decision. Interestingly though, an experiment by Gilbert and Ebert (2002) showed that 

the opportunity to revise actually leads to lower levels of post-choice satisfaction. 

Accordingly, people have a preference for reversible decisions, but do not seem able to 

forecast its negative outcomes (Bullens, Förster, van Harreveld, & Liberman, 2011). In 

the present research we will further examine the detrimental consequences of decision 

reversibility and try to gain more insight in what happens in people’s minds when 

making reversible versus irreversible decisions. More specifically, we link decision 

reversibility to existing literature on goal fulfillment and demonstrate that reversible 

decisions put an extra strain upon peoples’ cognitive resources as individuals appear to 

remain occupied with decisions until they become final and irreversible.  

Decisions as goals 

In many situations, people want or need to decide, and thus decisions can be 

conceptualized as goals that one attains (Liberman & Förster, 2006). From research on 

goals it is known that they stay active until they are attained. More specifically, theories 

in both social and cognitive psychology propose that motivational states, such as needs, 

goals, and intentions are characterized by increased accessibility of motivation-related 

constructs relative to constructs unrelated to the focal goal Goschke & Kuhl, 1993; 

Förster, Liberman, & Higgins, 2005). Such relative enhancement of goal-related 

accessibility is thought to prepare the individual to efficiently detect goal-relevant cues 

in the environment, which, in turn, supports ultimate goal attainment (Ach, 1935; Bargh, 

1997; Gollwitzer, 1999; Kuhl, 1983).  

The accessibility of goal-related constructs has been found to persist as long as 

the goal is active (Bargh, 1997). When one, for instance, has ‘reading’ as a goal, 

constructs related to reading, such as ‘book’, remain relatively accessible until the goal is 

fulfilled. Upon goal fulfillment the accessibility is reduced or inhibited (Liberman & 

Förster, 2000; Marsh, Hicks, & Bink, 1998; Marsh, Hicks, & Bryan, 1999; Moskowitz, 
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Gollwitzer, Wasel, & Schaal, 1999; Zeigarnik, 1927). Presumably, this is the case because 

upon goal fulfillment (e.g., reading), accessibility of goal-related constructs would only 

interfere with subsequent important tasks (e.g., cooking) (Förster et al. 2005; Förster, 

Liberman, & Friedman, 2007). In their studies, Förster et al. (2005), for instance, asked 

participants to search through a series of pictures with the goal of finding a picture of 

glasses followed by a picture of scissors. Four blocks of pictures were offered with the 

target combination presented in the third block. After each block of pictures, lexical 

decision times were assessed for words related to glasses (i.e., goal-related) and 

unrelated to glasses. Relative to a non-goal control group, reading times for goal-related 

words compared to unrelated words increased over time. However, after participants 

had found the combination of glasses and scissors in the third set, reading times for 

goal-related words slowed down compared to the pre-goal conditions, showing 

inhibition upon goal fulfillment (Zeigarnik, 1927). 

Inasmuch as decisions can be conceptualized as goals to attain, one could argue 

that reversible decisions are akin to unfulfilled goals; when a decision can still be 

revised, the goal to make a decision is not yet completely fulfilled. For this reason, 

decision-related constructs should remain relatively accessible as long as the decision is 

reversible, shielding the goal against conflicting goals and distractions (Shah, Friedman, 

& Kruglanski, 2002). Once the decision changes from reversible to irreversible (e.g. the 

return period has expired), however, other formerly de-activated concepts may become 

accessible to peoples’ mind and cognitive resources are free to be applied to other goals 

or tasks.  

Hence, on the basis of research on goal fulfillment, it is to be expected that people 

remain more occupied with reversible than irreversible decisions, as it is likely that 

constructs related to reversible decisions remain relatively more accessible. Previous 

research, however, could not establish any differences in strength of decisional 

engagement after reversible versus irreversible decision-making. Gilbert and Ebert 

(2002) manipulated decision reversibility and (using self-report measures) found that 

participants were as occupied with reversible decisions as they were with irreversible 

ones. This in contrast with extant research on goal fulfillment, which would suggest 

higher decisional engagement after making reversible decisions as the relative 

accessibility of unfulfilled goals (i.e., reversible decisions) is higher than the relative 
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accessibility of fulfilled goals (i.e., irreversible decisions). The fact that Gilbert and Ebert 

did not find any differences in the amount of thoughts participants reported about the 

decision could imply that people are unaware of their decisional engagement or that the 

measures were for other reasons not sensitive enough to capture differences in 

accessibility – which are typically found using more implicit measurements (see for a 

similar perspective Fazio, 2001).  

Indeed, there is some evidence demonstrating that decisions or thought 

processes can occur outside of awareness (Fitzsimons et al., 2002). Therefore, in order 

to see whether decision-makers do remain more occupied with reversible decisions, in 

Study 1 we used an implicit classic measurement of accessibility i.e. a lexical decision 

time task containing words related versus unrelated to the decision.  

Study 1 

The goal of the first study was to examine whether reversible decisions operate 

similar to unfulfilled goals with respect to accessibility. As we discussed before, research 

on goal activation (Förster, et al. 2005) shows that 1) relative accessibility of goal-

related constructs increases until the goal is fulfilled and 2) decreases upon goal 

fulfillment. Similarly, constructs related to a reversible decision should be relatively 

active until the decision becomes irreversible – and should be less so upon final 

decision-making.  

Method 

Participants and design. Eighty-one students (26 males and 55 females; Mage = 

20.85, SDage= 4.20) participated in the study. This experiment was the first in a testing 

session with various unrelated experiments. Participants received course credit for their 

participation. The study was a one factor (irreversible, reversible) between subjects 

design with the difference between reaction times for decision-related versus unrelated 

lexical decisions as a measure for relative accessibility (Denzler, Förster, & Liberman, 

2009).  
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Materials and procedure. Upon entering the lab, participants were seated in 

individual cubicles and were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions. 

All tasks were presented on a computer.  

The experiment was introduced as a study on decision-making in lotteries. 

Participants were informed that draws were going to be held for two different prizes (an 

iPod and a portable DVD-player). They could only enter one of the draws, hence, 

participants were asked to decide which draw they wanted to enter. This decision was 

either irreversible or reversible. Those in the irreversible decision condition were told 

that they would not be able to revise their decision at a later point in time. Participants 

in the reversible decision condition were told that the decision would only be 

preliminary and that they would have the opportunity to revise their decision right 

before the end of the experimental hour. Participants were given unlimited time to read 

the prize descriptions and to make their decision.  

Immediately after having made their decision, participants were introduced to an 

ostensibly unrelated task on “speed of word recognition”: the lexical decision task (Block 

1). Participants were told that letter strings would appear at the center of the screen and 

were instructed to press as accurately and quickly as possible the “Z”-key if the string 

was a word and the “/”-key if the string was a non-word. They were instructed to put 

their right and left index fingers on the response keys before the start of the experiment 

and to keep them there throughout the experimental trials. In each trial, an uppercase 

letter string (font size 16, Arial) was presented at the center of the computer screen and 

remained there until the response. The next letter string appeared immediately after the 

response. In random order, 23 words related to the decision (e.g., music), 20 words 

unrelated to the decision (e.g., plant), and 40 non-words (e.g., pesfen) were presented. 

Decision-related and -unrelated words did not differ in length or word frequency.  

After finishing the lexical decision task, all participants continued with the next 

part of the experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study. At the 

end of the experimental hour, they returned to the lottery experiment and were asked, 

as a manipulation check, to indicate on a 7- point Likert scale the extent to which they 

thought the decision had been a reversible one (on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to 

very much (7)). Subsequently, participants in the reversible decision condition were told 
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that they could revise their prior decision if they wished to do so. At this point their 

decision thus became final. Furthermore, this group of participants was asked to again 

perform the lexical decision task (Block 2) in order to establish whether the relative 

accessibility of decision-related words reduces after decisions change from reversible to 

irreversible. Finally, all participants were thanked for their participation and debriefed.  

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results revealed that those in the reversible decision 

condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.60, SD = 1.95) than those 

in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.44, SD = .88), t (79) = -6.333, p < .001. None 

of the participants in the reversible condition changed their preliminary decision. 

Accessibility of the decision. As suggested by Fazio (1990), we conducted 

logarithmic transformations (ln) of the reaction times to reduce the skewness of the 

response distribution. In order to assess relative accessibility of decision-related words, 

for each block of the LDT we computed difference scores between the log-transformed 

mean reaction times to words unrelated and to words related to the decision. A higher 

score on that index indicates higher relative accessibility of decision-related words. We 

excluded incorrect responses (4.7% of the responses). The number of incorrect 

responses did not differ across conditions. Although transformed reaction times were 

used for the analysis, for a clear interpretation of the results, we only report non-

transformed reaction times throughout this results section.  

Relative accessibility Block 1. We first tested whether the relative accessibility 

of decision-related words was indeed contingent upon decision reversibility. It was 

hypothesized that words related to the decision would be relatively more accessible for 

those in the reversible decision condition than for those in the irreversible decision 

condition. As expected, in Block 1, the mean difference of reaction times between words 

related and unrelated to the decision was indeed larger in the reversible decision 

condition (M = 78 ms, SD = 66 ms) than in the irreversible decision condition (M = 43 

ms, SD = 40), t (79) = -2.586, p < .05. Accordingly, when the goal to make a decision is 

not yet fulfilled, words related to the decision remain relatively more accessible (see 

also Table 2.1).  
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Goal-accessibility is generally assumed to be a relative phenomenon, in the sense 

that one construct is relatively more on top of one’s mind than others. The mental 

system can achieve such differences by activating goal-related constructs or by 

deactivating goal-unrelated constructs. Hence, the use of difference scores in this type of 

literature seems to be appropriate (see also for instance Gollwitzer & Denzler, 2009). 

Nonetheless, we wanted to gain more insight into the nature of the relative difference. 

Therefore, mean reaction times to words related and unrelated to the decision were 

subjected to a 2 (related, unrelated constructs) by 2 (reversible, irreversible decision) 

mixed-factorial ANOVA. The significant main effect of relatedness demonstrates that 

decision-related words were more accessible than decision-unrelated words, F (1, 79) = 

179.001, p <.001. There was no main effect of decision reversibility, F (1, 79) = 2.241, p = 

.138. Mirroring the aforementioned results of the difference scores, the significant 

interaction, F (1, 79) = 6.686, p < .05, reveals that the difference between related and 

unrelated words was more pronounced in the reversible condition. This difference, as 

can be seen in Table 2.1, was mostly due to a stronger deactivation of decision-irrelevant 

constructs [t (79) = -1.898, p = .061] rather than to a stronger activation of decision-

relevant constructs [t (79) = -.947, p = .347].  

Relative accessibility between Block 1 and Block 2 (reversible condition). In 

order to test our prediction that the relative accessibility of decision-related words 

would decrease after decisions change from reversible to irreversible, we performed 

pairwise comparisons of the difference scores between Block 1 and Block 2 for 

participants in the reversible decision condition. Consistent with our prediction, relative 

accessibility of decision-related words decreased from Block 1 to Block 2 [M = -21 ms, 

SD = 68 ms; t (41) = 2.178, p < .05].  

Analyses using mean reaction times for related versus unrelated words instead of 

difference scores showed a significant main effect of relatedness, demonstrating that 

decision-related words were more accessible than decision-unrelated words [F (1,41) = 

145.723, p <.001]. Furthermore, a significant main effect of Block showed that lexical 

decisions were generally faster in Block 2 [F (1,41) = 29.218, p <.001], reflecting a 

learning effect which is a common observation when participants perform the same task 

twice within the course of one session (Forster & Davis, 1984). However, these main 

effects were qualified by a significant interaction, F (1, 41) = 4.744, p < .05, indicating 
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that the increase in accessibility was more pronounced for neutral words [t (41) = 5.053, 

p < .001] than for decision-related words [t (41) = 4.870, p < .001] (see Table 2.1).  

 

Table 2.1 

Mean response latencies on a lexical decision task by Decision reversibility and Word 
type (Study 1, N = 81. Standard deviations are in parentheses) 
 
 Irreversible 

decision 
Reversible 
decision Block 1 

Reversible 
decision Block 2 

Advantage of words related 
to the decision 

43 (40) 78 (66) 57 (51) 
 

Words related to the decision 570 (70) 584 (78) 552 (61) 
Words unrelated to the 
decision  

613 (78)  662 (121) 608 (86) 

 
Note. The advantage of words related to the decision is the difference in response 

latencies between words unrelated to the decision and words related to the decision. A 

larger value represents greater accessibility of words related to the decision relative to 

words unrelated to the decision.  

 

Thus, consistent with our prediction, when decisions changed from reversible to 

irreversible, the relative accessibility of decision-related constructs decreased. This 

effect can hardly be explained by simply forgetting about the decision due to time, 

because reaction times to goal-related words even decreased from Block 1 to Block 2. To 

more elegantly rule out alternative explanations (e.g., forgetting, decay due to time, etc.), 

however, one may consider adding a lexical decision task for the irreversible condition 

at the time of Block 2.  

In sum, in both a within (comparisons between Block 1 and Block 2) and a 

between (comparisons within Block 1) participants’ design we showed a relative 

decrease in decision-related accessibility after decisions become irreversible. In contrast 

to Gilbert and Ebert’s (2002) finding, the results of Study 1 thus suggest that as long as 

people are able to change their minds, they remain occupied with the decision, at least 

on an implicit level. Interestingly, the effects seem to have occurred more on the neutral 
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rather than the decision-related words. One may thus conclude that the mental 

occupation in the reversible condition resulted from some sort of goal shielding, a 

possibility that we will discuss in the General Discussion. 

Study 2 

Although the results of Study 1 provide us with more insight in what happens in 

people’s minds when having made a reversible decision, uncertainty remains about the 

ramifications of this decisional engagement. If this engagement is strong and decision-

makers are truly occupied, this should impair performance on other cognitively 

demanding tasks because cognitive resources are limited. The goal of our second study 

was to test this assumption, by examining whether reversible decision-making and its 

related decisional engagement affects working memory capacity. According to Engle 

(2001), working memory capacity is the ability to focus one’s attention on a given task 

while keeping task-irrelevant thoughts at bay. People with lower working memory 

capacity are less able to focus their attention on a task than people with higher working 

memory capacity. We propose that decision-makers who have just made a reversible 

decision have lower working memory capacity than decision-makers for whom the 

decision is final.  

As argued earlier, Gilbert and Ebert (2002) found people to be less satisfied after 

reversible than irreversible decisions. In the second study we therefore also included a 

measurement of post-decisional regret with the aim to provide further support for the 

assumption that keeping one’s options open can be detrimental to the decision-maker.  

Method 

Participants and design. Ninety-five students (18 males and 77 females; Mage = 

20.49, SDage= 2.38) participated in the present study. Two outliers were excluded from 

the analysis, leaving a final sample of ninety-three. The experiment was the first one in a 

longer session with various unrelated experiments. Participants received course credit 

or a monetary reward for their participation. The study was a one factor (irreversible, 

reversible) between subjects design with working memory capacity and regret as the 

main dependent variables.  
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Materials and procedure. Decision reversibility was manipulated in the exact 

same way as in the first experiment: participants were asked to either make an 

irreversible or reversible decision for entering one of two prize draws. After having 

made their decision, participants were introduced to an ostensibly unrelated task on 

analytical performance. This task was initiated in order to assess working memory 

capacity.  

We used an adapted version of the operation-span task (Schmader & Johns, 

2003) that was originally developed by Engle and his colleagues (La Pointe & Engle, 

1990; Turner & Engle, 1989). In this task, participants evaluated mathematical 

equations while memorizing words for later recall. On each trial, an equation appeared 

on the screen together with an answer. Participants had to indicate whether the 

presented answer was correct or incorrect [e.g., Is (7 x 7) - 12 = 36?]. After each 

mathematical equation a word was presented that participants should remember (e.g., 

rhythm), as at the end of a series of equation/word combinations (i.e., a set) they were 

asked to recall as many words from the preceding set as possible. Working memory 

capacity was indexed as the number of words that participants recalled correctly from 

each set. The test included 18 sets, consisting of three to five equation/word 

combinations. Participants were instructed to press as accurately and as quickly as they 

could the “1”-key if the presented answer was correct and the “2”-key if the presented 

answer was incorrect.  

After reading the instructions and before starting the task, participants were 

asked to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale their motivation to perform the task and the 

extent to which they valued performing well on the task (both on a scale ranging from 

not at all (1) to very much (7)) in order to rule out the possibility that our manipulation 

of reversibility influenced motivation to perform the task. The working memory capacity 

task took approximately 15 minutes to complete. All participants then returned to the 

lottery experiment and were asked to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale how much they 

regretted their decision and, as a manipulation check, to report the extent to which they 

thought that the decision was a reversible one (both on a scale ranging from not at all 

(1) to very much (7)). For those in the irreversible decision condition the experiment 

then ended. Those in the reversible decision condition were told that they would now be 

able to revise their decision if they wished to do so. In other words, their decision at this 
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point changed from a reversible to an irreversible one. At the end of the experimental 

session, all participants were thanked and debriefed.  

Results and Discussion 

 Manipulation check. Results revealed that those in the reversible decision 

condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.52, SD = 2.07) than those 

in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.31, SD = .67), t (91) = -6.824, p < .001. Only 

two of the participants in the reversible condition changed their preliminary decision. 

Working memory capacity. Working memory capacity was assessed by 

calculating the total number of words participants recalled correctly (La Pointe & Engle, 

1990). Results revealed that, as predicted, those in the reversible condition performed 

worse on the working memory task (M = 62, SD = 5.54) than those in the irreversible 

decision condition (M = 64.42, SD = 4.22), t (91) = 2.362, p < .05. This pattern of results 

supports our prediction that reversible decisions lower one’s working memory capacity.  

Although we did not expect to find an effect of our manipulation of decision 

reversibility on participants’ performance on the basic mathematical equations as being 

used in this experiment (Schmader & Johns, 2003), we did analyze participants’ 

mathematical ability. As expected, decision reversibility did not affect math ability (F’s < 

1.5). Furthermore, no significant differences were found for the average amount of time 

spent on the task, for participant’s motivation to perform the task, and for the extent to 

which they valued performing well on the task at hand (F’s a< 1.5). Thus, higher working 

memory capacity of those in the irreversible decision condition cannot be explained by 

an elevated motivation to perform well.  

Regret. Finally, we also analyzed the effect of decision reversibility on regret and 

found that levels of regret differed marginally significant between conditions, t (91) = -

1.794, p = .076. Participants assigned to the reversible decision condition experienced 

more regret in comparison to participants assigned to the irreversible decision 

condition (M = 2.27, SD = 1.32; M = 1.84, SD = .93 respectively).  

Additional analysis. Although we did not have any specific hypotheses on 

possible indirect effects, we found that the effect of decision reversibility on regret is 
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carried indirectly through working memory capacity. In other words, the strain 

experienced when working memory is low accounts at least in part for the association 

between decision reversibility and feelings of regret. More specifically, results revealed a 

significant main effect of decision reversibility on working memory capacity. 

Subsequently, results also showed that working memory capacity affects regret (β = -

.237, p < .05). But most importantly, the marginal effect of decision reversibility on 

feelings of regret was considerably lowered when working memory capacity was 

controlled for (β = -.204, p = .198). As recommended by Shrout and Bolger (2002), a 

bootstrapping analysis was performed to test the mediation effect, demonstrating that 

the estimation of the mediation effect parameter was significantly different from zero, p 

< .05, two-tailed. Thus, the (marginal) effect of decision reversibility on regret was 

carried indirectly through working memory capacity. 

In sum, it appears that reversible decision-making affects working memory 

capacity. As expected, people having made a reversible decision have lower working 

memory capacity than those having made an irreversible decision. These results are in 

line with the findings from Study 1 which showed that people are more engaged in 

reversible decisions. Presumably, such decisional engagement puts a strain upon 

people’s cognitive resources and consequently curtails performance on other tasks.  

This study also showed that decision reversibility affects regret. Moreover, 

exploratory analyses demonstrated that this effect is carried indirectly through working 

memory capacity: reversible decision-making hampers working memory capacity, 

which in turn augments feelings of regret. Taken together, from the findings of both 

studies one may conclude that making reversible decisions yields lower working 

memory capacity because people continue to think about the, still relevant, choice 

options.  

General Discussion 

In two studies we demonstrated that, in line with research on accessibility from 

goals, constructs related to reversible decisions remain relatively more accessible than 

constructs related to irreversible decisions. Furthermore, we showed that decision 

reversibility puts a strain upon people’s cognitive resources as participants who made a 
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reversible decision had lower working memory capacity as compared to those who had 

made a decision that could not be revised. Finally, working memory capacity seems to 

mediate the relation between decision reversibility and feelings of regret.  

A closer look at our data indicates that for reversible decisions deactivation of 

irrelevant constructs took place, rather than activation of relevant constructs. This effect 

seems similar to what is known as goal shielding (Shah et al., 2002). That is, people 

making a reversible decision appear to shield their goal to make a decision against 

interference from constructs unrelated to the goal at hand. This deactivation, like the 

activation of decision-related constructs supports our general functional model, 

predicting that people still making a decision hold decision-related concepts on top of 

their minds relative to unrelated thoughts. This interpretation fits well with the results 

of Study 2 showing reduced working memory capacity in reversible decision conditions, 

as working memory capacity is usually defined as inhibition (Feldman Barrett, Tugade, 

& Engle, 2004; Hoffman, Friese, & Strack, 2009).  

Although decision reversibility may, in certain situations, be something positive 

(e.g., when a purchase turns out to be malfunctioning), apparently, there are also 

drawbacks. Not only do these types of decisions negatively influence satisfaction (Gilbert 

& Ebert, 2002), they also seem to hinder decision-makers from successfully performing 

other tasks and augment feelings of regret. These findings are especially interesting in 

light of the fact that people often do not change their minds (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002), an 

effect that we also found in our studies. This common reluctance to change is probably 

due to decision-makers already experiencing a sense of ownership of the preliminary 

chosen object (i.e., endowment effect; Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990; Thaler, 1980; 

Bar-Hillel & Neter, 1996). Changing this object for another one will then feel as a loss, 

which people generally try to avoid as losses loom larger than gains (Kahneman & 

Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1991). To summarize then, even though reversible 

decisions consume resources, the cognitive business involved in them does not lead to 

better decisions which is reflected in the fact that people do not change their minds and 

in the fact that they are not more satisfied with them as shown in Gilbert and Ebert’s 

(2002) research on satisfaction and our findings on regret (Study 2).  
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The current studies can be viewed as a starting point learning more about the 

cognitive processes underlying decision reversibility. On the basis of the present 

research we believe that people’s minds remain occupied with a changeable decision 

and that the cognitive processes activated by decision reversibility eventually result in 

lower levels of satisfaction and stronger feelings of regret. Gilbert and Ebert (2002) 

ascribed the lower levels of satisfaction after reversible decision-making to the inability 

of the psychological immune system to start operating. The psychological immune 

system involves people’s propensity to restructure their views of outcomes in such a 

way that these outcomes are experienced more positively. As the authors argue: “human 

beings are famous for seeking, attending to, interpreting, and remembering information 

in ways that allow them to feel satisfied with themselves and their lots” (p.503). 

Cognitive dissonance theory (Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1957) is one of the most 

prominent theories that depict this general tendency within the decision-making 

domain. Research on cognitive dissonance theory has persuasively shown that, after 

people have made a difficult decision, they increase the attractiveness of the chosen 

alternative and decrease the attractiveness of the rejected alternative(s) (i.e., the 

desirability ratings of the chosen and rejected alternatives spread apart). 

According to Gilbert and Ebert (2002), the psychological immune system is 

activated after making irreversible decisions, and thus, decisional conflict can be 

resolved. It is, however, not activated after making reversible decisions because for 

these types of decisions each alternative is still relevant to the decision-maker. Hence, 

possible conflicting thoughts about the reversible decision (i.e., thinking about the 

positive aspects of the rejected alternatives and the negative aspects of the chosen 

alternative) are not being resolved, resulting in lower levels of satisfaction. Consistently, 

the exploratory results of our second study show that whatever people are occupied 

with during their changeable decision leads them to experience regret. The findings of 

the first study at least suggest that they are occupied with the decision. Future research 

should demonstrate which aspects of an irreversible versus reversible decision exactly 

remain accessible. One may suggest that for irreversible decisions, the positive aspects 

of the chosen alternative (and perhaps the negative aspects of the rejected alternative) 

remain particularly accessible, as this would be an efficient mean to reduce potential 

dissonant feelings about the decision. For reversible decisions, on the other hand, the 
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positive aspects of the rejected alternative (and perhaps the negative aspects of the 

chosen alternative) may remain accessible, because in this situation, the rejected 

alternative is still relevant and so are its positive aspects (Liberman & Förster, 2006). 

Hence, accessibility of choice alternatives, especially thinking about positive aspects of 

the rejected alternative, could further fuel counterfactual thinking which could in the 

end provoke regret and dissatisfaction (Epstude & Roese, 2008).  

We suggested goal-related processes to be involved in the process of decision-

making, and it is interesting to speculate about boundary conditions that follow from a 

motivational analysis. Since value and expectancy play an important role in the 

accessibility of goal-related thoughts (Förster et al., 2005) one may suggest that 

decision-related accessibility in reversible decision situations should be especially 

increased before the final decision is made and it should be especially decreased or even 

inhibited upon goal fulfillment when the decision is important and when there is a high 

likelihood of actually receiving the chosen alternative. To illustrate, in the 

aforementioned studies by Förster et al. (2005) when participants had to search for a 

combination of glasses and scissors presented within a series of pictures, glasses related 

words were more accessible when participants were rewarded for finding the 

combination and when they had high expectancy that the combination would actually 

occur. Following this reasoning, we would expect even stronger results for reversible 

decisions when people know that they eventually will get the prize and when they value 

it highly.  

Furthermore, it is possible that decision difficulty serves as a basis for decision 

importance. Difficult decisions usually signal to the individual that the decision is 

relevant and important (Schwarz & Clore, 2007) and recent research shows that 

difficulty during decision-making, even if caused by a different source (e.g., a distracting 

tape) is misattributed to the importance of the decision, increasing dissonance effects 

(Liberman & Förster, 2006). Thus, one may expect stronger accessibility effects when 

decisions are difficult. In the end we hope that our goal account of decision-making 

(Epstude & Roese, 2008) may open doors to new research questions.
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Second thoughts oftentimes are the very worst of all thoughts. 

– W. Shenstone
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CHAPTER THREE 

REVERSIBLE DECISIONS: THE GRASS ISN’T MERELY GREENER ON 

THE OTHER SIDE; IT’S ALSO VERY BROWN OVER HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on Bullens, L., van Harreveld, F., Förster, J., & van der Pligt, J. (2013). 

Reversible decisions: The grass isn’t merely greener on the other side; it’s also very brown over 

here. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 49, 1093-1099.



THE GRASS ISN’T MERELY GREENER ON THE OTHER SIDE 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 36 

Return policies, temporary contracts, lease products, and cancellation insurances; they 

all provide the opportunity to change our minds about the decisions we make. People 

often indicate to have a preference for such reversible decisions, and generally expect 

that the option to revise ultimately leads to the most optimal decision outcome. An 

experiment by Gilbert and Ebert (2002), however, suggests that this preference for 

reversible decisions can backfire (see also Bullens, Förster, van Harreveld, & Liberman, 

2011). More specifically, reversible decisions seem to yield lower levels of satisfaction 

with the decision outcome than decisions that are final. This finding is especially 

surprising because the opportunity to revise a choice accommodates preference shifts 

subsequent to one’s initial decision, and, thus, at first glance should increase outcome 

satisfaction. The goal of the present research is to gain insight into the underlying 

processes driving the counterintuitive and negative relation between decision 

reversibility and outcome satisfaction. 

Decision reversibility and choice satisfaction 

The notion that decision reversibility diminishes choice satisfaction stems from 

research by Gilbert and Ebert (2002). In one of their studies, participants were asked to 

rank nine art posters and were subsequently given a choice between their third and 

fourth ranked posters as a reward for their participation. After making this decision, 

they were randomly allocated to a reversible or irreversible condition. Those assigned 

to the reversible condition were told that they could change their poster for the other 

one anytime during the following month, whereas those assigned to the irreversible 

decision condition were told that their decision was final. After 15 min, all participants 

were again asked to evaluate the art posters. Results revealed an increase in liking of the 

chosen poster for those in the irreversible decision condition. The reversible decision 

condition showed the opposite. These findings are in line with results from an earlier 

study showing that the difference in attractiveness ratings of the chosen and rejected 

alternatives increases over time when the decision is irreversible and decreases when 

the decision is reversible. That is, when the decision is irreversible, the chosen 

alternative is relatively more attractive than when the decision is reversible (Frey, 

Kumpf, Irle, & Gniech, 1984).  
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More recently, Bullens, van Harreveld, and Förster (2011) demonstrated that 

reversible decisions also result in higher levels of choice regret and found this effect to 

be mediated by participants’ cognitive capacity. More specifically, in a first experiment, 

Bullens and colleagues asked participants to make a reversible or irreversible choice 

between two lotteries, and, subsequently, measured the accessibility of words related to 

each of the choice options (i.e., words related to the prizes in each of the lotteries) and 

unrelated neutral words with a lexical decision task. Results revealed that relative to the 

neutral words, choice-related words were more accessible for those who still had the 

opportunity to change their minds, compared to those for whom the decision had been 

final. Furthermore, as soon as the decision became final for those in the reversible 

decision condition (i.e., after participants had the opportunity to revise their initial 

decision), the relative accessibility of choice-related words decreased. These results are 

in line with research showing that upon goal fulfillment the accessibility of goal relevant 

constructs is reduced or inhibited (e.g., Förster, Liberman, & Higgins, 2005; Liberman, 

Förster, & Higgins, 2007; Zeigarnik, 1927).  

In a second study, Bullens, van Harreveld, et al. (2011) showed that decision 

reversibility curtails people’s cognitive resources as indicated by the finding that 

participants in the reversible decision condition had lower working memory capacity 

than their counterparts in the irreversible decision condition. Moreover, reversible 

decision-making increased levels of choice regret, and this effect appeared to be 

mediated by participants’ working memory capacity as measured with an operation 

span task. Altogether, these results suggest that the decision-related thoughts people are 

occupied with during the time their choice is reversible result in lower levels of 

satisfaction. Previous research, however, did not address the content of these thoughts. 

The latter might play an important role in the differences in choice satisfaction after 

reversible versus irreversible decisions. 

Underlying mechanisms: focused attention on consonant versus dissonant 

aspects 

In explaining their findings regarding choice satisfaction, Gilbert and Ebert 

(2002) briefly speculated about what aspects of the decision particularly come to mind 

when having made a reversible choice. In general, they suggested that the “psychological 
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immune system” is unable to start operating when decisions are reversible. The 

“psychological immune system” comprises people’s fundamental tendency to 

restructure their views of outcomes in such a way that these outcomes are experienced 

more positively. One of the most prominent theories describing this general tendency 

within the decision-making domain is cognitive dissonance theory (Brehm, 1956; 

Festinger, 1957). Research on cognitive dissonance theory has compellingly shown that 

people augment the attractiveness of the chosen alternative, and reduce the 

attractiveness of the rejected alternative(s) (i.e., the desirability ratings of the chosen 

and rejected alternatives spread apart) after making a difficult decision. Such 

“spreading-apart” helps to reduce possible bad feelings produced by cognitive 

inconsistencies (i.e., thoughts on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative or the 

positive aspects of the rejected alternative) people may have about the attitude object.  

According to Gilbert and Ebert (2002), individuals increase the attractiveness of 

the chosen alternative after having made an irreversible decision, as a way to boost 

choice satisfaction. However, after people have made a reversible decision, they do not 

optimize their attitudes toward the chosen alternative (see also Festinger, 1964; Frey, 

1981, 1986; Frey et al., 1984; Frey & Rosch, 1984). Instead, as Gilbert and Ebert reason, 

they continue to critically evaluate the chosen option and especially pay attention to its 

imperfections in order to decide whether or not to keep this alternative. When they 

finally decide to stick with the initially chosen alternative, all their critical thinking may 

have negatively impacted upon their satisfaction.  

Although never examined directly, there is some indirect evidence supporting the 

notion that decision reversibility yields people to pay more attention to those aspects of 

the choice alternatives that are prone to reduce post-choice satisfaction. For instance, 

research on the link between decision reversibility and information search 

demonstrated that people show a weaker preference for choice-consistent new 

information (i.e., seeking positive information and avoiding negative information about 

the chosen option) following reversible rather than irreversible decisions (Frey, 1981). 

On the basis of these results it was suggested that choice-inconsistent information may 

be more useful than choice-consistent information when in the process of deciding 

whether to reverse the decision or not. Frey’s findings thus showed differences in 

people’s preference for choice consistent information; later research provided more 
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compelling evidence for the idea that choice inconsistent information may especially be 

useful after reversible decisions (Frey & Rosch, 1984). They compared people’s 

preferences for consonant versus dissonant information about their choice and showed 

that preference for consonant over dissonant information was greater for irreversible 

than for reversible decisions, especially when the information was new rather than old.  

Altogether, there seems reason to believe that reversible decision-making yields 

lower levels of satisfaction (characterized by less spreading of alternatives), because 

people may especially focus on those aspects of the decision that are likely to reduce 

feelings of satisfaction. In their studies, Gilbert and Ebert (2002) merely considered 

variations in people’s tendency to boost the attractiveness of the chosen alternative, but 

they did not present evidence for the idea that reversible decision-making directs 

people’s attention to the negative aspects of the chosen alternative. The present 

research is designed to directly investigate this assumption, and aims to shed more light 

onto what particular aspects of the decision people focus on after reversible versus 

irreversible decision-making. That is, to determine more specifically what it is exactly 

that makes people less satisfied with their decision after having had the opportunity to 

revise their initial preference.  

Gilbert and Ebert (2002) speculated that decision reversibility should 

particularly direct one’s attention to the negative aspects of the chosen alternative. In our 

view there is reason to believe that reversible decision-making also drives people’s 

attention to the positive aspects of the rejected alternative. The latter may also provide 

information on whether to change the chosen alternative for the rejected one, and may 

also contribute to reduced levels of choice satisfaction (e.g., Houston, Sherman, & Baker, 

1991). Hence, the present research will assess people’s attitude toward both the 

rejected and the chosen alternative.  

Present research 

The goal of the present research is twofold. First, in Study 1, we want to replicate 

previous findings and show that spreading of alternatives especially occurs after 

irreversible (and not reversible) decision-making. In contrast to the research of Gilbert 

and Ebert (2002), the present study will, however, compute spreading scores based on 
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people’s attitudes toward both the chosen and the rejected alternatives. The second goal 

is to determine on what aspects of the decision individuals specifically focus (Study 2), 

and to see whether this focus relates to the potential differences in spreading (Study 3).  

Study 1 

Method 

Participants and design. 51 students (44 females; Mage = 20.86, SDage= 2.99) 

participated in the study that had a one factor (reversible vs. irreversible) between 

subjects design with spreading scores as the main dependent variable. One participant 

was excluded, because a Tukey box plot identified this individual as an outlier on one of 

the dependent variables (spreading Time 1), leaving a sample of 50. Participants 

received course credit or 7 euro for their participation. 

Materials and procedure. Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were 

seated behind a computer and told that the experimental session would comprise a 

number of unrelated experiments. They were further informed that all experimental 

tasks were predetermined, except for the task in the final experiment. More specifically, 

they were told that the goal of this final experiment would be to examine whether 

people are more creative after working on a pleasant task than after a neutral task. All 

participants then learned that they were randomly assigned to the ‘pleasant task 

condition’ and were informed that two pleasant tasks had been created from which they 

could choose one. In other words, participants were to decide which of these tasks they 

would later work on (see Liberman & Förster, 2006). For half of the participants this 

decision was irreversible. They would not be able to revise their decision anymore. For 

the other half of the participants this decision was reversible. They were told that they 

would be allowed to change their preliminary decision right before the start of the final 

experiment, if they wished to do so (for a similar manipulation of decision reversibility 

see for instance Bullens, van Harreveld, et al., 2011; Gilbert and Ebert, 2002).  

Participants were then given unlimited time to read the two task descriptions. 

The first task involved watching a 15-minute movie about life in the jungle and the 

second task involved watching a 15-minute movie about life in the ocean. A pilot study 
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showed that both tasks were rated equally attractive on a 9-point Likert scale, t (14) = -

.521, p = .61 (M = 6.47, SD = 1.51; M = 6.73, SD = 1.39 respectively).  

After participants read the task descriptions and indicated their reversible or 

irreversible choice, they were asked to indicate the attractiveness of both alternatives on 

a 9-point Likert scale. Furthermore, as a manipulation check, they were asked to indicate 

the extent to which they thought the decision between the two tasks had been a 

reversible one, on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much (9). Subsequently, they 

continued with the next part of the experimental session that was outside the scope of 

the current study.  

Twenty minutes before the end of the experimental session, at the start of the 

final (bogus) experiment on creativity, participants in the reversible decision condition 

were given the opportunity to change their initial choice. At this point, their decision 

thus became final. Subsequently, all participants, including those in the irreversible 

decision condition, were asked again to indicate the attractiveness of both alternatives 

on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much (9). Finally, to preserve the credibility 

of our experimental procedure, all participants watched the selected movie for 15 min 

and were subsequently asked to write down a title for a picture being shown to them, 

supposedly to measure their creativity. At the end of the experimental session, all 

participants were thanked and rewarded for their participation.  

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results revealed that participants in the reversible 

decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 4.68, SD = 2.43) 

than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.68, SD = 1.11), t (48) = -5.62, p < 

.001. Only three participants in the reversible decision condition changed their 

preliminary decision. 

Spreading of alternatives. In order to determine possible changes in the 

amount of spreading over time, participants were asked to indicate the attractiveness of 

the alternatives twice. The first time immediately after the initial decision was made and 

the second time right after the decision had become final for all participants (i.e., after 

those in the reversible condition had had the opportunity to change their minds). 
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Spreading scores were calculated by subtracting the attractiveness rating of the rejected 

alternative from that of the chosen alternative (see Liberman & Forster, 2006). The 

means and the standard deviations of the attractiveness ratings and the spreading index 

are displayed in Table 3.1.  

It was hypothesized that spreading scores would be larger for those in the 

irreversible decision condition than for those in the reversible decision condition. 

Indeed, as predicted, both at Time 1 and Time 2 the difference between the 

attractiveness of the chosen and rejected alternatives was more pronounced for those in 

the irreversible decision condition (Mtime1 = 1.12, SDtime1 = .88; Mtime2 = 1.64, SDtime2 = 

1.58) than for those in the reversible decision condition (Mtime1 = .64, SDtime1 =.81; Mtime2 = 

.16, SDtime2 = 1.60), F (1, 48) = 4.02, p = .051, and F (1, 48) = 10.85, p = .002 respectively. 

Hence, those who were not able to revise their decision were, at both times, more likely 

to spread the attractiveness of the alternatives.  

 

Table 3.1 

Mean attractiveness ratings of chosen and rejected alternatives (Study 1, N = 50; Study 
3, N = 56). Standard deviations are in parentheses. 

 Irreversible 
decision 

Reversible 
decision 

Time 1 
 
Chosen alternative 

 
 
7.32 (1.10) 

 
 
7.24 (1.23) 

Rejected alternative 
Spreading score                                         

6.20 (1.19) 
1.12 (0.88) 

6.60 (1.19) 
0.64 (0.81) 

Time 2 (Study 1) 
 
Chosen alternative 
Rejected alternative 
Spreading score 

 
 
7.40 (0.87) 
5.76 (1.45) 
1.64 (1.58) 

 
 
6.72 (1.37) 
6.56 (1.69) 
0.16 (1.60) 

Time 2 (Study 3) 
 
Chosen alternative 
Rejected alternative 
Spreading score 

 
 
7.23 (0.61) 
5.35 (1.18) 
1.88 (1.12) 

 
 
6.95 (0.72) 
5.64 (1.05) 
1.32 (0.78) 

 
Note. Spreading is the difference between the ratings of the chosen and the rejected 
alternatives.  
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Altogether, the results of this first study replicate the findings of Gilbert and 

Ebert (2002). Participants who were given the opportunity to change their minds were 

less likely to spread the attractiveness of the alternatives than those for whom the 

decision was final (both at Time 1 and Time 2). Our next study was designed to 

determine what aspects of the two choice alternatives remain accessible for the 

decision-maker after reversible versus irreversible decision-making.  

Study 2 

As argued in the introduction, we believe that reversible decision-making drives 

people’s attention to both the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the positive 

aspects of the rejected alternative (i.e., aspects potentially decreasing satisfaction). 

When it comes to irreversible decision-making we expect the opposite. That is, we 

predict that irreversible decision-making will mostly drive people’s attention to the 

positive aspects of the chosen alternative and the negative aspects of the rejected 

alternative (i.e., aspects potentially increasing satisfaction). To test these predictions, 

participants are again asked to make a reversible or irreversible choice. However, 

whereas the decision alternatives of the first study merely contained positive features, 

the choice alternatives of Study 2 will encompass both positive and negative features. To 

measure the accessibility of the positive and negative aspects of both chosen and 

rejected alternatives, we will employ a lexical decision-making task containing positive 

and negative words related to the alternative options.  

Method 

Participants and design. A total of 69 students (57 females; Mage= 20.43, SDage= 

3.08) participated in this study. One participant was excluded from the analysis, because 

a Tukey box plot identified this individual as an outlier on the amount of errors on the 

lexical decision task, leaving a sample of 68. The study was a one factor (reversible vs. 

irreversible) between subjects design with lexical decision reaction times as a measure 

of accessibility. Participants received course credit or 7 euro for their participation. 

Materials and procedure. Upon entering the lab, participants were seated 

behind individual computers and told that the experimental session would include 

several unrelated experiments. As in Study 1, they were informed that they could choose 
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the task they would wish to perform in the final experiment of the experimental hour. 

More specifically, they were told that the goal of the final experiment was to investigate 

how well individuals perform on an unpleasant task after working on a pleasant task. 

They were further told that two combinations of an unpleasant and a pleasant task had 

been created and that they were allowed to choose between these two. For half of the 

participants this decision was irreversible. They would not be able to revise their 

decision anymore. For the other half of the participants, however, this decision was 

reversible. They were told that they could change their preliminary decision at the start 

of the final experiment, if they wished to do so.  

Participants were given unlimited time to read the task descriptions. The first 

task combination consisted of a pleasant task in which participants would watch a piece 

of stand-up comedy, and an unpleasant task in which they would have to translate a 

mortgage deed from Dutch to English while wearing a headphone producing loud and 

unpleasant sounds. The second combination of tasks included one in which they would 

read from a selection of newspapers and popular magazines (pleasant task) and a task in 

which they would have to write an essay on immigration while writing down a code 

from a code list between every five words (unpleasant task). Both pleasant and 

unpleasant tasks in each task combination would last for 10 min.  

After participants read the task descriptions and indicated their reversible or 

irreversible choice, they were introduced to an ostensibly unrelated task on speed of 

word recognition: the lexical decision task. In reality this task was administered to 

measure the accessibility of positive and negative aspects of the chosen and rejected 

alternatives1. Participants were informed that letter strings would appear at the center 

of the screen and were asked to press as quickly and accurately as possible the “Z”-key if 

the string was a word and the “/”-key if the string was a non-word. They were instructed 

to put their right and left index fingers on the response keys before the first trial and to 

keep them there throughout the task. In each trial, an uppercase letter string (font size 

16, Arial) was presented at the center of the computer screen and remained there until 

the response was given. The next letter string appeared immediately after the response. 

In random order, 12 positive words related to the decision (six positive words per task 

                                                 
1  The positive aspects are derived from the descriptions of the pleasant tasks (e.g., cabaret, magazine), 

and the negative aspects from the descriptions of the unpleasant tasks (e.g., immigration, policy). 
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combination; e.g., cabaret, newspaper), 12 negative words related to the decisional 

alternatives (six negative words per task combination; e.g., mortgage, immigration) 48 

words unrelated to the options (e.g., plant), and 96 non-words (e.g., pesfen) were 

presented. Option-related and -unrelated words did not differ in length or word 

frequency.  

After participants finished the lexical decision task, they were asked, as a 

manipulation check, to indicate on a 7- point Likert scale the extent to which they 

thought the decision between the two task combinations had been reversible, on a scale 

ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). Subsequently, they continued with a part of 

the experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study. To preserve the 

credibility of the experimental procedure, during the last 20 min of the experimental 

hour all participants were required to do the pleasant and unpleasant tasks they had 

chosen at the start of the experimental session. However, those assigned to the 

reversible decision condition were first given the opportunity to change their initial 

decision if they wished to do so. At that moment, their decision became final. Finally, all 

participants were thanked and rewarded for their participation.  

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results revealed that those in the reversible decision 

condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 4.54, SD = 1.98) than those 

in the irreversible decision condition (M = 2.03, SD = 1.40), t (66) = -6.01, p < .001. Only 

one participant in the reversible decision condition changed the preliminary decision. 

Satisfaction-increasing and decreasing aspects. As a result of dissonance-

reduction processes, it was hypothesized that for those in the irreversible decision 

condition the satisfaction-increasing aspects of the decision (positive aspects of the 

chosen alternative and negative aspects of the rejected alternative) would be relatively 

more accessible than the satisfaction-decreasing aspects of the decision (negative 

aspects of the chosen alternative and positive aspects of the rejected alternative). In 

contrast, on the basis of our results in Study 1 and earlier findings (Hafner, White, & 

Handley, 2011), for those in the reversible decision condition we predicted that the 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects of the decision would be relatively more accessible than 
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the satisfaction-increasing aspects. To test this, we first conducted logarithmic 

transformations (ln) of the reaction times to reduce the skewness of the response 

distribution (Fazio, 1990). Thereafter, we calculated the mean summed transformed 

reaction times of the positive aspects of the chosen alternative and the negative aspects 

of the rejected alternative (satisfaction-increasing score). Likewise we calculated the 

mean summed transformed reaction times of the negative aspects of the chosen 

alternative and the positive aspects of the rejected alternative (satisfaction-decreasing 

score). A lower score on both indices reflects higher accessibility. Although transformed 

reaction times were used for the analyses, for a clear interpretation of the results, we 

only report non-transformed reaction times throughout this results section.  

A 2 (satisfaction-increasing vs. satisfaction-decreasing aspects) by 2 (reversible, 

irreversible decision) repeated measures ANOVA revealed an interaction, F (1, 66) = 

3.86, p = .054. As expected, for those in the irreversible decision condition the 

satisfaction-increasing aspects were relatively more accessible (Mincreasing= 593, 

SDincreasing = 83) than the satisfaction-decreasing aspects (Mdecreasing = 601, SDdecreasing= 95), 

whereas for those in the reversible decision condition the reverse seemed to be true 

(Mincreasing = 619, SDincreasing=112; Mdecreasing= 607, SDdecreasing= 88)2. No further main effects 

were found, F < 1.  

Thus, consistent with our prediction, results of this second study demonstrate 

that, after having made a reversible decision, people focus relatively more on the 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects than on the satisfaction-increasing aspects, whereas the 

reverse holds for those having made an irreversible decision.  

  In sum, both studies seem to support the propositions of Gilbert and Ebert 

(2002); when individuals have made a reversible decision, they are not only less likely to 

spread apart the alternatives (Study 1), they also seem to pay more attention to the 

choice’s imperfections (Study 2).  

 

 

                                                 
2  The simple effects were not significant [F (1, 66) = 1.73, p = .194; F (1, 66) = 2.15, p = .147 

respectively]. 
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Study 3 

Gilbert and Ebert (2002) seemed to view spreading of alternatives and peoples’ 

focus on specific aspects of alternative options as two different constructs. So far, we 

also dealt with them separately. The goal of the next study was to find out whether the 

two constructs are actually inter-related. More specifically, we aim to determine 

whether people’s focus on specific aspects mediates the relationship between decision 

reversibility and spreading of alternatives. In our view spreading is the result, or is at 

least facilitated by a focus on specific aspects of the decision alternatives. This could be 

related to the motivation to reduce dissonance, which leads to a focus on the positive 

aspects of the chosen alternative and to the negative aspects of the rejected alternative 

in order to justify – or facilitate – one’s choice.  

In Study 2 we measured accessibility of satisfaction-increasing versus 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects. In Study 3, we will measure attribute importance as a 

proxy of accessibility. Attribute importance has been found to be closely related to 

attribute accessibility (see van der Pligt, de Vries, Manstead, & van Harreveld, 2000; van 

Harreveld, & van der Pligt, 2004; van Harreveld, van der Pligt, de Vries, & Andreas, 2000; 

van Harreveld, van der Pligt, de Vries, Wenneker, & Verhue, 2004). Specifically, this 

research demonstrated shorter response latencies for important attributes as compared 

to less important attributes. Hence, on the basis of our results in Study 2, we expect 

reversible decision-makers to consider satisfaction-decreasing aspects relatively more 

important than satisfaction-increasing aspects as compared to irreversible decision-

makers. Moreover, we expect these differences in attribute importance to mediate the 

relationship between decision reversibility and spreading of alternatives.  

Method 

Participants and design. Sixty-one students (52 females; Mage =19.74, SDage= 

2.09) participated in this study. Five participants were excluded, because a Tukey box 

plot identified them as outliers on spreading of alternatives leaving a final sample of 

fifty-six. The study was a one factor (reversible vs. irreversible) between subjects design 

with aspect importance scores as a measure of accessibility and with spreading scores as 

the dependent variable. Participants received course credit for their participation. 
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Materials and procedure. Participants were recruited for an online 

experimental session. Participants were introduced to a task allegedly measuring their 

emotional intelligence. They were told that emotional intelligence can be assessed by 

measuring one’s ability in evaluating others on the basis of a personality description that 

includes positive and negative personality characteristics. Participants were led to 

believe that the experiment was designed to determine their emotional intelligence 

score.  

Participants were asked to imagine working for an employment agency. Their 

task was to evaluate the personality descriptions of two job applicants applying for a 

position as a kindergarten teacher, and to decide which applicant was best suited for 

this job. These descriptions consisted of two positive and two negative personality 

characteristics and were made equally (un)attractive3. The decision between the two job 

candidates was either irreversible or reversible. Participants assigned to the irreversible 

decision condition were told that they were not able to revise their decision at a later 

point in time, whereas participants assigned to the reversible decision condition were 

told that the decision was only preliminary and that they would have the opportunity to 

revise their decision right before the end of the experimental session. Performance on 

the evaluation task ostensibly provided their emotional intelligence score.  

Immediately after having made their decision, participants were asked to report 

how important each positive or negative personality characteristic was for reaching 

their decision. In order to do this, they were given a hundred points and asked to divide 

these over the attributes (see van der Pligt et al., 2000). Higher points would indicate 

higher importance. Participants were free to divide the points according their own 

preference. They could, for instance, evenly spread the points over all eight attributes or 

allocate the points to only one or two attributes.  

After all points were allocated to the eight positive and negative characteristics, 

participants were asked, as a manipulation check, to indicate the extent to which they 

thought the decision between the two tasks had been a reversible one, on a scale ranging 

                                                 
3  The descriptions of these two candidates were constructed in such a way that all candidates were 

almost equal in the extent to which they would be suitable for the respective job, making the decision as difficult 

as possible. Analysis revealed that participants indeed considered the decision to be difficult (M = 6.02 on a 9-

point Likert scale, which significantly deviates from the midpoint of the scale, t (55) = 3.93, p < .001). Difficulty 

did not differ between conditions, t (54) = -.78, p = .439. 



CHAPTER 3 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 49 

from not at all (1) to very much (9). Then, they continued with the next part of the 

experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study. Right before the 

end of the experimental session, those assigned to the reversible decision condition 

were given the opportunity to change their initial decision if they wished to do so. At this 

moment, their decision, thus, became final. Subsequently, all participants, also those in 

the irreversible decision condition, were asked to indicate the attractiveness of both 

alternatives with the decision outcome on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to very 

much (9). Finally, all participants were thanked and rewarded for their participation.  

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results revealed that those in the reversible decision 

condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 4.73, SD = 1.98) than those 

in the irreversible decision condition (M = 3.00, SD = 1.73), t (53) = -3.42, p = .001. None 

of the participants in the reversible decision condition changed the preliminary decision. 

Satisfaction-increasing and decreasing aspects. As in Study 2, it was 

hypothesized that for those in the irreversible decision condition the satisfaction-

increasing aspects of the decision would be relatively more important than the 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects. In contrast, for those in the reversible decision 

condition it was predicted that the satisfaction-decreasing aspects of the decision would 

be relatively more important than the satisfaction-increasing aspects. To test this, we 

summed the importance ratings of the positive aspects of the chosen alternative and the 

negative aspects of the rejected alternative (satisfaction-increasing score). Likewise we 

summed the importance ratings of the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the 

positive aspects of the rejected alternative (satisfaction-decreasing score). A higher 

score on both indices reflects higher importance. 

A 2 (satisfaction-increasing vs. satisfaction-decreasing aspects) by 2 (reversible, 

irreversible decision) repeated measures ANOVA showed that for all participants 

satisfaction-increasing aspects were generally more important than satisfaction-

decreasing aspects, F (1, 54) = 89.65, p < .001. As expected, the interaction was 

significant, F (1, 54) = 6.69, p = .012. As predicted, satisfaction-increasing aspects were 

relatively more important for those in the irreversible decision condition than for those 
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in the reversible decision condition (Mirreversible = 68, SDirreversible = 12; Mreversible= 60, 

SDreversible =9). Because means add up to 100, the mirror pattern was obtained for 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects that were relatively more important for those in the 

reversible decision condition than for those in the irreversible decision condition 

(Mreversible= 40, SDreversible= 9; Mirreversible= 32, SDirreversible = 12), F (1,54) = 6.69, p = .012. 

Altogether, in line with the results of Study 2, the interaction pattern shows that after 

having made a reversible decision people tend to focus relatively more on the 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects than after having made an irreversible decision.  

Mediation analysis. We also measured the attractiveness of alternatives right 

after the decision had become final for all participants (i.e., after those in the reversible 

condition had the opportunity to change their minds) in order to see whether the 

importance of satisfaction-increasing versus decreasing decisional aspects mediates the 

relation between decision reversibility and spreading of alternatives. Spreading scores 

were again calculated by subtracting the attractiveness rating of the rejected alternative 

from that of the chosen alternative (see Liberman & Förster, 2006).  

Regression analysis revealed that the difference between the attractiveness of the 

chosen and rejected alternatives was again more pronounced for those in the 

irreversible decision condition (M = 1.88, SD = 1.12), than for those in the reversible 

decision condition (M = 1.32, SD = .78), β = -.269, p = .045. Hence, participants who were 

not able to revise their decision were more likely to spread the alternative options. 

Subsequently, results also showed that that importance of decisional aspects (i.e., 

satisfaction-increasing aspects) affects the spreading of alternatives, β = .329, p = .0134. 

Most importantly, the effect of decision reversibility on spreading of alternatives was 

considerably decreased when importance of decisional aspects was controlled for, β = -

.180, p = .189. Additionally, as recommended by Shrout and Bolger (2002), a 

bootstrapping analysis was performed to test the mediation effect, demonstrating that 

the estimation of the mediation effect parameter was marginally significantly different 

                                                 
4  Besides attractiveness ratings, we also asked participants to indicate their satisfaction with the choice 

on a 9-point Likert scale and found that levels of satisfaction differed significantly between conditions, t (54) = 

2.402, p = .020. Participants assigned to the irreversible decision condition were more satisfied with their 

decision than those assigned to the reversible decision condition (M = 7.09, SD = .97; M = 6.45, SD = .96 

respectively). Furthermore, we found satisfaction to positively correlate with the spreading score (r = .455, p < 

.001). 
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from zero, p = .078, two-tailed. Thus, the relation between decision reversibility and 

spreading of alternatives seems to be mediated by the importance ratings on 

satisfaction-increasing versus decreasing decisional aspects. 

General Discussion 

The aim of the present research was to gain more insight into the underlying 

processes driving the relation between decision reversibility and the subsequently 

lower levels of outcome satisfaction. Gilbert and Ebert (2002) speculated that, contrary 

to irreversible decision-making, reversible decision-making yields less spreading of 

alternatives, and a stronger focus on the choice’s imperfections – both decreasing choice 

satisfaction. Although they did examine differences in spreading of alternatives, their 

research did not provide insight into the specific aspects of the choice people focus on 

after reversible versus irreversible decision-making. Accordingly, the current research 

was designed to find evidence for the idea that, in line with what would be expected on 

the basis of cognitive dissonance theory (Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1957), irreversible 

decision-making would both yield stronger spreading of alternatives (Study 1), and a 

focus on those aspects of the decision that potentially increase levels of choice 

satisfaction, i.e., a focus on the positive aspects of the chosen alternative and the 

negative aspects of the rejected alternative. Alternatively, we expected reversible 

decision-making to yield reduced spreading of alternatives, and a focus on those aspects 

of the choice alternatives that actually decrease levels of choice satisfaction i.e., a focus 

on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the positive aspects of the rejected 

alternative (Study 2). Finally, the present research was designed to determine whether 

both constructs (i.e., spreading of alternatives and focus on decisional aspects) are 

actually related to one another (Study 3).  

The results of our first study indeed replicated the spreading effects found in 

previous research (e.g., Gilbert & Ebert, 2002; Liberman & Förster, 2006). Furthermore, 

in line with our expectations, results of the second study demonstrated an increased 

relative focus on satisfaction-increasing aspects after irreversible decision-making, and 

an increased relative focus on satisfaction-decreasing aspects after reversible decision-

making. Finally, we provided evidence that the focus on decisional aspects (as indicated 

by aspect importance) has a direct impact on the spreading of alternatives. 
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Apparently, people evaluate the attractiveness of the chosen and the rejected 

alternative differently as a function of the reversibility of the decision, and attend to 

different aspects of the decision alternatives. As the present research shows, the 

opportunity to revise actually drives people’s attention to those aspects of the decision 

alternatives that negatively impact upon choice satisfaction. These findings are 

particularly interesting in light of the fact that people often do not change their minds 

(see Bullens, van Harreveld, et al., 2011; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Apparently, people do 

not revise their choice, even though reversible decision-making directs one’s attention 

to those aspects of the decision actually decreasing choice satisfaction. Bullens, van 

Harreveld, et al. (2011) suggested that the so-called ‘endowment effect’ probably 

underlies people’s general reluctance to change their mind. Specifically, the endowment 

effect refers to the phenomenon whereby an individual values an object more because 

he or she possesses it (Thaler, 1980; Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990). Accordingly, 

people’s reluctance to change is probably due to decision-makers already experiencing a 

sense of ownership of the preliminary chosen object (see also Cialdini, Cacioppo, 

Bassett, & Miller, 1978). Exchanging this object for another will feel as a loss, which 

people generally try to avoid (e.g., Kahneman & Tversky (1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 

1991). 

In our third study, we used attribute importance as an indicator of accessibility. 

We opted for this approach because research has convincingly shown a link between 

accessibility and attribute importance (see van der Pligt et al., 2000; van Harreveld, & 

van der Pligt, 2004; van Harreveld et al., 2000; van Harreveld et al.,2004). However, 

when one would take a dual-system perspective on these two variables, this could yield 

some doubts as to whether attribute importance indeed provides conclusive evidence 

for the operation of an accessibility mechanism. Dual-process theory distinguishes 

between two modes of processing; low- level processes that are unconscious, rapid and 

automatic, and high-level processes that are conscious, slow and deliberative (Evans, 

2008). According to this perspective, the accessibility effect as obtained in Study 2 

involves a low level process, whereas the attribute importance effect in Study 3 involves 

a high level process. It has been argued that low- and high level processes can operate 

independently and parallel from one another. This means that in many cases they yield 

similar outcomes (Förster & Liberman, 2007), but under specific conditions can also 
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result in different outcomes (Chaiken, 1980; Chen & Chaiken, 1999). As such, although 

the relation between accessibility and importance is well established, at this point we 

cannot entirely rule out the possibility that another mechanism rather than accessibility 

may have driven the relation between decision reversibility, attribute importance, and 

differences in spreading of alternatives in the present research. Future research should 

investigate this possibility more carefully.  

One may also wonder how our findings relate to cognitive dissonance theory, 

which generally supposes that dissonance processes are only invoked after irreversible 

decision-making (e.g., Festinger, 1964). In accordance, research showed that spreading 

of alternatives (i.e., a way to reducing dissonance) only occurs after irreversible 

decision-making (see for instance Frey, Kumpf, Irle, and Gniech, 1984). The results of 

our second and third studies, however, could imply that extant assumptions about the 

non-existence of cognitive dissonance after reversible decision-making are not 

necessarily right. In our introduction we proposed that, after reversible decision-

making, individuals focus on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the 

positive aspects of the rejected alternative, because these aspects are most indicative of 

whether one has to change or not. However, it could also be that reversible decision-

makers do experience dissonance after their initial choice, and that their focus on the 

satisfaction-decreasing aspects of the decision alternatives is in fact the mere 

manifestation of them not yet having been able to reduce the dissonance they 

experience as both alternatives are still available. In order to rule out one of these 

possibilities, future research should investigate what process exactly underlies 

reversible decision-makers’ focus on satisfaction-decreasing aspects. Perhaps, as a first 

step in this direction, it could be examined whether previous assumptions made about 

decision reversibility and the non-existence of dissonance processes are truly correct.  

 To conclude, the present research tried to unfold how decision reversibility 

affects the way people think about each of the choice alternatives. Altogether, we 

demonstrated that when people have the option to change their minds they especially 

focus on the choice’s imperfections, which consequently affects the amount of spreading 

of alternatives. As such, for reversible decision-makers, the grass on the other side is not 

only much greener, they also view their own as awfully brown.
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It’s better to be boldly decisive and risk being wrong than to agonize at length and be right 
too late. 
 

– M.M. Kennedy 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

HOW DECISION REVERSIBILITY AFFECTS MOTIVATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on Bullens, L., van Harreveld, F., Förster, J., & Higgins, E.T. (in press). How 

decision reversibility affects motivation. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General.
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Many of the decisions we make are irreversible; from mundane choices such as deciding 

whether or not to put sugar in our coffee to more consequential dilemmas such as 

deciding whether or not to take a full-body tattoo. Other decisions leave more room for 

second-guessing our initial preferences, for instance when we can return goods within a 

few weeks after purchase or when we include a probationary period when hiring a new 

employee.  

While individuals seem to initially prefer reversible decisions over irreversible 

ones (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002), surprisingly little is known about the psychological 

consequences of decision reversibility. Some extant research examined how decision 

reversibility affects information search, and particularly demonstrated that decision-

makers have a stronger preference for decision-supportive information after 

irreversible than after reversible decisions (e.g., Frey, 1981; Frey & Rosch, 1984). Other 

studies investigated the effects of reversible and irreversible decisions on people’s 

subjective perceptions of the decision outcome (Bullens, van Harreveld, & Förster, 2011; 

Frey, Kumpf, Irle, & Gniech, 1984; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Gilbert and Ebert (2002), for 

instance, showed that although people generally express a preference for the 

opportunity to revise, such reversible decisions yield lower levels of post-choice 

satisfaction.  

The scarce literature on the topic of decision reversibility primarily relies on 

behavioral or self-report measures, and, thus, investigates processes likely to take place 

in the conscious realm. Only recently, researchers started to tap into more basic 

cognitive processes associated with the decision-making process (Bullens, van 

Harreveld, & Förster, 2011; Hafner, White, & Handley, 2011). On the basis of the goal 

fulfillment literature, Bullens, van Harreveld, and Förster (2011), for instance, predicted 

and found that decision-related concepts remain relatively more accessible after 

reversible than after irreversible decisions. Moreover, as soon as decisions change from 

reversible to irreversible (e.g., because the window during which a purchase can be 

returned has passed), the relative accessibility of decision-related concepts decreases. 

Decision accessibility, in this study, was measured with a lexical decision-task, i.e., a 

classic implicit measurement to detect which concepts are currently on top of one’s 

mind. Apparently, people remain occupied with the decision as long as they can change 

their minds. Bullens and colleagues also showed that reversible decisions have 
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detrimental consequences for working memory capacity, which suggests that the option 

to revise puts a strain upon people’s cognitive resources. 

Decision reversibility is still a relatively under-examined topic (Bullens, Förster, 

van Harreveld, & Liberman, 2011). Up until now, for instance, insight into the 

motivational underpinnings of both types of decisions is lacking. Our goal in the present 

research is to take an initial step towards filling this gap. Specifically, we will try to find 

out what motivations are strengthened by reversible and irreversible decisions. 

Although decision reversibility may relate to several motivational mechanisms, on the 

basis of extant decision-making literature we believe that regulatory focus motivation is 

the most applicable. Next, we will discuss this motivational theory in more detail and 

argue why it may be related to decision reversibility.  

A motivational approach towards decision-making 

 Recently, researchers started to acknowledge the importance of taking a 

motivational approach toward decision-making. One theory that increasingly has been 

applied to the psychology of decision-making is regulatory focus theory (RFT). 

According to this theory (Higgins, 1997, 1998, 2002), there are two self-regulatory 

systems that can help to achieve a goal; a promotion system and a prevention system. 

Individuals in a promotion focus are concerned with growth, accomplishment and the 

presence or absence of positive outcomes. Individuals in a prevention focus are 

concerned with security, responsibility and the presence or absence of negative 

outcomes. These distinct regulatory concerns can be emphasized either chronically or 

situationally. A person’s chronic regulatory focus represents a personality feature (i.e., 

an enduring disposition). A situational focus, on the other hand, is determined by the 

situation in which individuals find themselves. Thus, simply through situational 

characteristics, an inclination for promotion or prevention can be triggered. A 

situational focus can, for example, be generated by providing negative versus positive 

feedback (Förster, Grant, Idson, & Higgins, 2001), by having participants think about 

their hopes or responsibilities (e.g., Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994), or by 

having them perform motor tasks related to approaching versus avoiding goals (e.g., 

Friedman & Förster, 2000; 2002). 
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 Regulatory focus theory proposes that the promotion and prevention systems 

utilize different means of regulating towards desired end-states and involve different 

strategic inclinations. While individuals in a promotion focus prefer approach strategic 

means and show eager behavior, individuals in a prevention focus prefer avoidance 

strategic means and show vigilant and careful behavior (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins 

et al., 1994; Förster, Higgins, & Idson, 1998; Seibt & Förster, 2004). In signal detection 

terms (e.g., Green & Swets, 1966; Tanner & Swets, 1954; Trope & Liberman, 1996), 

under normal neutral conditions, people in a state of promotion-focused eagerness 

should be motivated to ensure hits (gains) and to ensure against errors of omission 

(ensure against non-gains). People in a state of prevention-focused vigilance should be 

motivated to ensure correct rejections (non-losss) and to ensure against errors of 

commission (ensure against losses). Accordingly, a classic study by Crowe and Higgins 

(1997) demonstrated that, when performing a recognition task, individuals in a 

promotion focus were generally apt to produce false positive responses (i.e., a risky or 

leniency bias), whereas those in a prevention focus more often produced false negative 

responses to yes/no decisions (i.e., a conservative bias). 

The Crowe and Higgins’ (1997) study implies that people’s regulatory focus 

influences the strategic decisions they make. Extant research showed that individuals’ 

chronic or situationally induced regulatory focus also affects consumer-like decisions 

(e.g., Aaker & Lee, 2001; Briley & Wyer, 2002; Pham & Avnet, 2004; Pham & Higgins, 

2005; Werth & Förster, 2007; Zhou & Pham, 2004). Werth and Förster (2007), for 

instance, demonstrated that consumer’s regulatory focus influenced their product 

evaluations (see also Higgins, 2002). Participants in a prevention focus showed more 

interest in prevention-related product features (e.g., safety-oriented qualities, 

preventing for potential failures), whereas participants in a promotion focus were 

mostly interested in promotion-related product features (e.g., comfort oriented 

qualities, promoting accomplishments). These studies, thus, show that decision-makers’ 

motivational orientation (i.e., their promotion or prevention focus) influences the way in 

which they approach or deal with different kinds of decisions.  

In these types of studies, regulatory focus is generally induced by using priming 

and framing methods. For instance, by framing a task in terms of gains versus non-gains 

and loss versus non-losses (e.g., Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997; Idson, Liberman, & 
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Higgins, 2000), or by having participants think about their hopes versus responsibilities 

(e.g., Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994). However, there is reason to believe that 

real-life situations that are merely associated with regulatory motivation may also 

strengthen distinct regulatory foci (e.g., Seibt & Förster, 2004; Zhou & Pham, 2004). 

Seibt and Förster (2004), for instance demonstrated that certain self-stereotypes affect 

individuals’ regulatory focus. More specifically, they found that positive self-stereotypes 

(e.g., as a psychology student you are likely to perform well on these tasks) activate a 

promotion focus state of eagerness, speeding up performance and decreasing accuracy. 

Conversely, negative self-stereotypes (e.g., as a psychology student you are likely not to 

perform well on these tasks) activate a prevention focus state of vigilance, slowing down 

performance and increasing accuracy. Apparently, phenomena associated with 

advancement, eagerness or gains are not only caused by a promotion focus, they can also 

strengthen it. There appears to be a similar bidirectional relation between phenomena 

associated with safety, vigilance or loss on the one hand and a prevention focus on the 

other. Earlier we discussed that regulatory focus has an influence on decision-making. In 

a similar vein, we believe that the manner of decision-making (reversible or irreversible) 

may also strengthen distinct regulatory foci, and, in turn, influence the way in which 

people deal with the decision at hand.  

Decision (ir)reversibility and regulatory focus 

Although intuitively one might think that reversible decision-making fits better with a 

promotion orientation because reassurance from knowing that one can revise one’s 

choice encourages a person to take more risks in order to maximize outcomes (a 

promotion inclination), indirect empirical evidence actually points to the opposite 

direction; that is, reversible decisions activate the prevention system. Specifically, in one 

set of studies on the relation between decision reversibility and counterfactual thinking, 

Hafner, White, and Handley (2011) predicted and found that the number of 

counterfactuals is likely to be higher after reversible than after irreversible decision-

making. More recent studies (Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, & van der Pligt, 2013) 

revealed the content of these counterfactuals and showed that reversible decision-

making leads people to especially focus on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative 

(and the non-negative aspects of the rejected alternative). Apparently a reversible 

choice makes decision-makers especially sensitive to the potential presence or absence 
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of negative outcomes, likely because potential negative outcomes provide information 

about whether one has to revise the decision. As mentioned earlier, sensitivity to the 

absence and presence of negative outcomes is associated with prevention vigilance (e.g., 

Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Förster et al., 1998; Förster, Grant, Idson, & Higgins, 2001; 

Higgins, 1998; Higgins, Friedman, Harlow, Idson, Ayduk, & Taylor, 2001; Zhou & Pham, 

2004). Indeed, counterfactual thinking about undoing a mistaken choice you made has 

been associated with a prevention focus (see Roese, Hur, & Pennington, 1999). Hence, 

we expect that decision-makers become relatively prevention focused as soon as they 

anticipate decision reversibility. 

Just as reversible decisions seem to augment decision-makers’ sensitivity 

towards the presence or absence of negative outcomes, extant findings imply that 

irreversible decisions increase decision-makers’ sensitivity towards the presence or 

absence of positive outcomes. More specifically, previous research showed that upon 

irreversible decision-making, as compared to reversible decision-making, people are 

likely to increase the attractiveness of the chosen alternative and reduce the 

attractiveness of the rejected alternative(s) as a means to enhance perceptions of a 

positive decision outcome (see for instance Frey, Kumpf, Irle, and Gniech, 1984). In a 

similar vein, Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and van der Pligt (2013), showed that 

irreversible decision-making leads people to especially pay attention to the positive 

aspects of the chosen and the non-positive aspects of the rejected alternative. As 

mentioned earlier, sensitivity to the presence or absence of positive outcomes is related 

to promotion-focused eagerness (e.g., Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Förster et al., 1998; 

Förster et al., 2001; Higgins, 1998; Higgins et al., 2001; Zhou & Pham, 2004).  

In sum, on the basis of previous findings, we hypothesize that reversible 

decisions are more likely than irreversible decisions to elicit a careful and vigilant 

prevention strategic inclination rather than an eager promotion strategic inclination. 

Notably, to the best of our knowledge, no single method exists to show changes in 

regulatory focus motivation. Instead, aspects of vigilant, prevention-oriented behavior 

versus eager, promotion-oriented behavior affect responses to a variety of different 

tasks and activities (Seibt & Förster, 2004). These range from strategies involved in 

interpersonal relations, basic speed/accuracy tasks, and preferences in consumer 

decisions. Thus, it is possible that the mechanism triggered by decision reversibility is 
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very general, affecting a variety of responses. Hence, we used a multi-method approach 

to examine our propositions, and to determine whether a relatively more prevention 

than promotion focus is induced when people are faced with reversible compared to 

irreversible decisions. We will describe these regulatory focus indicators next. 

Regulatory focus indicators 

Approach and avoidance strategies towards desired end-states  

Regulatory focus theory assumes that people can reach a desired end-state either 

by approaching matching the desired end-state or by avoiding mismatching the desired 

end-state (Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994). This distinction is illustrated by 

Higgins et al. (1994), who demonstrated that individuals oriented toward ideal self-

guides (promotion focus) were more likely to choose eager, approach strategies to work 

towards the desired end-state of friendship (e.g., Be loving and attentive), whereas 

individuals oriented toward ought self-guides (prevention focus) were more likely to 

choose vigilant, avoidant strategies to achieve the same desired end-state (e.g., Stay in 

touch. Don’t lose contact with friends). The priming procedure Higgins and colleagues 

(1994) used was unrelated to the domain of friendships. Hence, they demonstrated that 

people’s concern with strategic approach or avoidance to a desired end-state is 

contingent upon their regulatory focus orientation, and, apparently, such concerns can 

impact responses to an unrelated task.  

The present research will use the same friendship task in order to find out 

whether, and how, decision reversibility influences peoples’ inclination to choose 

prevention or promotion strategies. If reversible decisions, compared to irreversible 

decisions, indeed strengthen a relative prevention motivation, those who can reverse 

their decision should spontaneously choose relatively more avoidant strategies for being 

a good friend.  

Speed and accuracy of performance 

Beyond its effects on strategic approach and avoidance, regulatory focus 

motivation also influences how people deal with certain tasks. As we alluded to earlier, a 

promotion focus emphasis on eagerness leads to a concern with getting hits (speed), 
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whereas a prevention focus emphasis on vigilance yields a concern with avoiding 

mistakes (accuracy) (Crowe & Higgins, 1997). Indeed, Förster, Higgins, and Bianco 

(2003) showed faster performance and lower accuracy for people in a promotion focus, 

and slower performance and higher accuracy for people in a prevention focus. In the 

present research speed and accuracy will also be used as indicators of regulatory focus 

motivation. If reversible decisions, compared to irreversible decisions, strengthen a 

relative prevention focus, one should find slower performance and higher accuracy for 

those who can reverse their decision compared to those who cannot.  

Global versus local processing style  

Förster and Higgins (2005) suggested that individuals with safety motivations 

(prevention focus) are inclined to concentrate on their concrete surroundings to 

maintain security. Conversely, individuals with growth and accomplishment motivations 

(promotion focus) are likely to profit more from abstract rather than concrete 

construals (see also Schwarz, 1990). That is, Förster and Higgins expected participant’s 

processing style (i.e., global vs. local processing) to depend on their regulatory 

motivations. In line with their suggestions, the authors found that, on a perceptual level, 

global processing was facilitated for promotion-focused participants, and local 

processing was facilitated for prevention-focused participants. Based upon this relation 

between regulatory focus and processing style, the present research will examine 

differences in participants’ processing style depending on whether they have made a 

reversible or irreversible decision. 

Value from fit 

Higgins (2000) proposed that the overall hedonic evaluations of objects or 

situations depend on the fit between peoples’ chronic regulatory orientation and how a 

current goal is pursued. When people engage in a goal pursuit activity in a manner that 

fits their regulatory motivation, they tend to feel right about what they are doing, and, 

consequently, use this feeling as a basis for their judgment, evaluating a positive activity 

or object more positively (e.g., Freitas & Higgins, 2002). Regarding a decision-making 

context, this so-called value-from-fit hypothesis suggests that decision-makers will 

evaluate their choice more positively if the decision-making process fits their regulatory 

focus motivation (see for instance Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, and Molden, 2003). In 
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accordance, the present research will study whether a fit between a person’s chronic 

regulatory focus on the one hand, and the motivational focus currently induced by the 

reversibility of the decision on the other, affects the decision-makers’ evaluative 

experiences of the choice outcome.  

Choice of products with attributes serving regulatory focus concerns 

As already alluded to, research has demonstrated that decision-makers display a 

relatively greater concern with luxury-oriented product features when being in a 

promotion focus, and a relatively greater concern with security or safety-oriented 

product features when being in a prevention focus (see Higgins, 2002; Werth & Förster, 

2007). Thus, decision-makers’ motivational orientation influences their decisional 

preferences. On this basis, the present research will examine whether and how decision 

reversibility will affect participants' preference for luxury- versus safety-oriented 

product features. If reversible decisions, compared to irreversible decisions, indeed 

strengthen a relative prevention motivation, those who can reverse their decision 

should have a relatively greater preference for safety-oriented (vs. luxury-oriented) 

product features. 

Summary 

In sum, the goal of the present research is to see whether and how the mere 

anticipation of decision ir(reversibility) affects regulatory focus in order to obtain some 

initial insight into motivational effects of decision reversibility. We conducted a series of 

five studies to test our hypothesis concerning the link between decision reversibility and 

regulatory focus motivation. In all studies, participants were introduced to either an 

irreversible or a reversible decision. Although the specific decisions across the 

experiments differed with respect to their contents, in general those in the irreversible 

decision condition were told that their decision would be final whereas those in the 

reversible decision condition were told that they could potentially revise their decision 

at a later time during the experiment. Immediately upon this manipulation of decision 

reversibility, and before indicating their choice, participants’ regulatory focus motivation 

was measured.  
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We believe that this way of manipulating decision reversibility is externally valid 

because people often know about the reversibility of the decision before they actually 

make their choice. For instance, when buying a product in a shop with a return policy or 

when providing a temporary contract to a new employee, the individual is typically 

already aware of the reversibility of the choice during the pre-decisional phase. Hence, 

we believe that testing regulatory focus motivation prior to participants’ actual decision-

making in the present studies comes closest to (ir)reversible decision-making in real life. 

Moreover, through this design any effects of our manipulation on focus will be due to the 

anticipation of a reversible or irreversible decision in the pre-decisional stage rather 

than participants being in a different stage of the decisional process (pre-decisional vs. 

post-decisional).  

As described above, our studies employed a variety of indicators of participants’ 

regulatory focus. By using a wide variety of regulatory focus indicators, we increased the 

likelihood that any consistent pattern of results can indeed be attributed to a difference 

in regulatory focus rather than to some other motivation. In addition, Study 4 on value 

from fit and Study 5 on preference for particular product features were designed to be 

very specifically related to regulatory focus motivations rather than other motivations. 

Moreover, our approach relates to various psychological sub-disciplines such as 

interpersonal relations (Study 1), cognitive psychology (Studies 2 and 3) and consumer 

behavior (Studies 4 and 5) in an aim to show that the motivational effects of decision 

reversibility have a variety of psychological and behavioral consequences. 

Study 1 

 The aim of Study 1 was to gain some preliminary insight into how decision 

reversibility affects strategic motivation. Hence, Study 1 measured decision-makers’ 

eager approach versus vigilant avoidance orientations towards the desired end-state of 

friendship as an indication of their regulatory focus. Specifically, participants were asked 

to make a reversible or irreversible choice between four candidates applying for a job. 

Immediately after the manipulation of decision reversibility (i.e., before indicating their 

choice), they were handed out an unrelated task on friendships developed by Higgins et 

al. (1994) designed to measure their current inclination towards strategic approach 

versus strategic avoidance. 
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Method 

Participants and design. Sixty-three students (10 males and 53 females; Mage = 

20.51, SDage= 3.17) participated in the experiment. Two participants were excluded from 

the analyses because their scores on the main dependent variable deviated more than 

2.5 SD’s from the mean for the rest of the sample, leaving a final sample of sixty-one. The 

experiment was introduced as a testing session with various unrelated experiments. 

Participants received course credit or a monetary reward for their participation. The 

study was a one factor (irreversible vs. reversible) between-participants design with 

choice of friendship strategies as an indicator of regulatory focus being the main 

dependent variable.  

Materials and procedure. Participants were seated behind a computer and 

were randomly assigned to one of the two experimental reversibility conditions. 

Participants were introduced to a task allegedly measuring their emotional intelligence. 

They were told that emotional intelligence can be assessed by 1) measuring one’s ability 

in evaluating others on the basis of a personality description and 2) measuring one’s 

flexibility in task switching. They were led to believe that the study was designed to 

determine which factor is a stronger predictor of emotional intelligence. They were 

asked to imagine themselves working for an employment agency. Their task was to 

evaluate the personality descriptions of four job applicants applying for a position as a 

kindergarten teacher, and to decide which applicant was best suited for this job5.  

This decision was either irreversible or reversible. Participants in the irreversible 

decision condition were told that they would not be able to revise their decision at a 

later point in time. Participants in the reversible decision condition were told that the 

decision was only preliminary and that they would have the opportunity to revise their 

decision right before the end of the experimental hour. Finally, participants were told 

that this evaluation task could be interrupted at any time by another task. Both 

performance on the evaluation task (as a measure of ability in evaluating others) and 

                                                 
5  The descriptions of these four candidates were constructed in such a way that all candidates were 

almost equal in the extent to which they would be suitable for the respective job, making the decision as difficult 

as possible. Analysis revealed that participants indeed considered the decision to be difficult (M = 4.89 on a 7-

point Likert scale, which significantly deviates from the midpoint of the scale, t (60) = 4.85, p < .001). Difficulty 

did not differ between conditions, t (59) = .99, p = .323. 
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performance on the unexpected other task (as a measure of flexibility) ostensibly 

provided their emotional intelligence score.  

After receiving the instructions, participants started the evaluation task and got 

to see the descriptions of the four applicants. However, after 15 seconds, the task was 

suddenly interrupted and participants were asked to perform another short task before 

continuing with the evaluation task they were working on earlier. This second task, 

supposedly measuring their task-switching ability, was in fact designed to measure their 

strategic preferences and required them to choose three among six listed strategies for 

being a good friend (Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994; Sengupta & Zhou, 2007). 

Three items reflected an eager approach strategy (e.g., “Be loving and attentive”), and 

three items reflected a vigilant avoidance strategy (e.g., “Stay in touch. Don’t lose contact 

with friends”). Vigilant (eager) strategy scores were calculated by adding the number of 

vigilant (eager) items a participant chose (scores could range from 0-3)6. The 15-second 

period after which participants were interrupted rendered it impossible for participants 

to have already read all the descriptions, and, thus, to have made a decision. As such, at 

the moment their strategic motivation was measured, all participants were still in the 

pre-decisional phase of the decision-making process. 

As soon as participants finished the friendship task, they returned to the 

evaluation task and decided which of the candidates was most appropriate for the job. 

Immediately after this decision, participants were asked to indicate on a 7- point Likert 

scale the extent to which they thought the decision for one of the candidates had been a 

reversible one on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). This measurement 

was included in order to see whether participants had paid attention to, and 

remembered the instructions in each experimental condition. Subsequently, all 

participants continued with the next part of the experimental session that was outside 

the purpose of the current study. At the end of the experimental session, those in the 

reversible decision condition returned to the emotional intelligence experiment and 

were told that they could now revise their initial decision if they wished to do so. At this 

point their decision became final. Finally, all participants were thanked for their 

participation and debriefed. 

                                                 
6  Since the sum of both promotion and prevention focus scores is always three, the value of one score 

automatically implies the value of the other. Hence, we only report one of both focus scores. 
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Results and Discussion 

 Attention to and memory for instructions. Results revealed that participants 

in the reversible decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 

4.47, SD = 1.70) than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 2.35, SD = 1.58), t 

(59) = -5.03, η2 = .30, p < .001. Only two of the participants in the reversible decision 

condition changed their preliminary decision. 

 Regulatory focus strategies. Results revealed that the degree of decision 

reversibility indeed had an influence on participants’ preferences for friendship 

strategies, t (59) = 2.10, η2 = .07, p = .04. The likelihood of choosing vigilant avoidance 

strategies rather than eager approach strategies for being a good friend was relatively 

greater for those participants who were assigned to the reversible decision condition (M 

= 1.30, SD = .53) than those who were assigned to the irreversible decision condition (M 

= 1.00, SD = .58).  

This first experiment shows that reversible decision-making, compared to 

irreversible decision-making, induces a relatively greater preference for strategic 

vigilance in the domain of friendship strategies. Apparently, the different preferences for 

vigilant versus eager strategies that were induced by the reversibility of a decision even 

affected a task unrelated to the decision itself. These results support our proposal that 

reversible decisions compared to irreversible decisions increase a preference for 

strategic vigilance that is associated with a prevention focus.  

Study 1 looked at regulatory focus motivation in terms of the differences in 

individuals’ inclination to choose approach or avoidance strategies after anticipating 

reversible or irreversible decision-making. As we alluded to earlier, prevention and 

promotion inclinations can also be conceptualized in signal detection terms (Higgins et 

al., 2001). That is, promotion-focused individuals are inclined to use eager means to 

ensure successful outcomes or gains, and prevention-focused individuals are inclined to 

use vigilant means to ensure non-losses. Thus, in Study 2 we used a speed-accuracy 

performance task (i.e., a signal detection task) to measure differences in decision-

makers’ inclination either to ensure hits (speed) or to ensure against errors of 

commission (accuracy) after a manipulation of decision reversibility. If the anticipation 

of reversible decision-making increases decision-makers’ focus on ensuring against 
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negative outcomes (i.e., a relative prevention focus), this should slow down performance 

and increase accuracy as compared to the anticipation of irreversible decision-making.  

Study 2 

Whereas in the first study participants had to make a reversible or irreversible 

decision between four candidates applying for a job (supposedly measuring their 

emotional intelligence), this time they had to make a reversible or irreversible decision 

between different animals they could possibly buy. Thus, in this second study, we used a 

consumer decision to establish the generalizability of our assumptions regarding the 

impact of decision reversibility on regulatory motivation.  

Method 

Participants and design. Thirty-two undergraduate students were recruited to 

participate in a set of unrelated studies. Participants received a monetary reward for 

their participation. The study was a 1 factor (irreversible vs. reversible) between-

participants design with a speed versus accuracy measure as the main dependent 

variable.  

Materials and procedure. Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were told 

that they would take part in a decision-making study. As in Study 1, we announced that 

the decision-making task could be interrupted by other tasks. Specifically, participants 

were first asked to take the perspective of a grandmother/father who wanted to buy an 

exotic animal for her/his grandchild. She/he had to decide between zots and wops, both 

African animals that were described by 24 attributes (e.g., “is silent”, “bites sometimes”, 

“lives long”, “fond of children”, etc.). Pretests had shown that both pets were equally 

likable and that the decision was difficult.  

Participants in the irreversible decision condition were told that they soon had to 

make a decision between the two African animals and that this decision could not be 

revised anymore. Participants in the reversible decision condition, on the other hand, 

were told that they soon had to make their initial decision, but that, at the end of the 

experimental battery, they were allowed to change their decision if they wished to do so.  
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Before receiving the animal descriptions, and thus before they could make their 

reversible or irreversible choice7, all participants were interrupted and received the D2 

speed versus accuracy task. Performance on the D2-Task (Brickenkamp, 1981) reflects 

both (in)accuracy and speed. Hence, when measuring their speed versus accuracy 

motivations, all participants were in the pre-decisional phase. The task was introduced 

as a concentration test, measuring intelligence as a function of speed and ability to 

concentrate. Participants were instructed to be as accurate and fast as possible. It was 

emphasized that speed and accuracy were equally important. The task consisted of 

marking as many d’s with two dashes as possible. The test sheet consisted of 14 lines 

with d’s and p’s with up to two dashes above and below the letter. All letters d’s, where 

the sum of the dashes equaled two, had to be marked (see Brickenkamp, 1981). 

Participants were given 15 seconds for each line and worked on all 14 lines successively. 

They were instructed to circle the letter they were examining each time the 

experimenter said “stop” after 15 seconds. The first two trials counted as training trials 

and were not analyzed.  

As soon as participants finished the speed/accuracy task, they were given the 

descriptions of the animals and asked to indicate their reversible or irreversible 

decision. At the end of the experimental session, participants in the reversible decision 

condition were told that they could revise their decision if they wished to do so. All 

participants were then thanked and debriefed.  

Results and Discussion 

The standard test procedure to analyze the data as suggested by Brickenkamp 

(1981) was used. The speed index was calculated by the sum of the number of letters up 

to the letter circled for all of the 12 lines. The total number of false alarms (i.e., incorrect 

hits) served as the measure of inaccuracy.  

Speed measure. Results revealed that participants in the reversible decision 

condition worked on fewer letters in the D2-Task (M = 345, SD = 35) as compared to 

                                                 
7  In Study 1, participants worked on the decision-making task for 15 seconds before their regulatory 

motivation was measured. In Study 2, we used a more conservative method as regulatory motivation was 

measured even before participants could engage in the decision-making task. 
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those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 400, SD = 70), t (30) = -2.82, η2 = .21, p 

= .008.  

Inaccuracy. An inspection of the means for the number of mistakes indicated 

that in the reversible decision condition participants made fewer mistakes (M = 4.31, SD 

= 3.32) than in the irreversible decision condition (M = 7.63, SD = 3.96), t (30) = -2.56, η2 

= .18, p = .016.  

Speed/accuracy. We found speed and accuracy to positively correlate with one 

another (r = .668, p < .001). We also calculated a speed/accuracy index (mistakes * 

100/speed) to see how many mistakes participants made relative to the amount of 

letters they worked on. In other words, we measured differences in accuracy while 

controlling for speed. As expected, in the reversible decision condition, participants 

made relatively fewer mistakes (M = 1.22, SD = .94) than in the irreversible decision 

condition (M = 1.86, SD = .80), t (30) = -2.04, η2 = .12, p = .05. 

In line with Study 1, these results show that, in contrast to irreversible decisions, 

reversible decisions strengthen a relative prevention (vs. promotion) motivation as 

participants who were about to make a reversible decision performed both slower and 

more accurate on the D2-task. Thus, those participants who had the opportunity to 

change their minds exhibited a relative conservative bias compared to those in the 

irreversible condition.  

 In sum, Studies 1 and 2 support the proposal that decision (ir)reversibility 

activates different regulatory focus orientations, with reversible decisions making one 

relatively more strategically avoidant (Study 1) and also relatively more vigilant and 

careful (Study 2) — both associated with a more prevention than promotion orientation 

— as compared to irreversible decisions. Study 3 was designed to extend these findings 

to a regulatory focus indicator involving participants’ processing style – whether they 

perceive the world in a relatively global or local manner (Förster & Higgins, 2005). 

Whereas global processing supports a promotion focus on advancement, local 

processing supports a prevention focus on safety. As a next step, then, we wanted to 

examine the relation between decision reversibility and processing style. We expected 

that those in the reversible decision condition would process information relatively 

more locally compared to those in the irreversible decision condition.  
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Study 3  

Method 

Participants and design. One hundred one students (29 males and 72 females; 

Mage = 20.87, SDage = 2.86) participated in the study. Three participants were excluded 

from the analyses because the number of errors in the global-local reaction time task 

was more than 2.5 SD’s above the mean8. Furthermore, two participants were excluded 

because their mean scores on the global and/or local reaction times trials deviated more 

than 2.5 SD’s from the mean of the rest of the sample. Thus, in total five outliers were 

excluded, leaving a sample of ninety-six participants. The experiment was the first in a 

testing session with various unrelated experiments. Participants received a monetary 

reward or course credit for their participation. The study was a one factor (irreversible 

vs. reversible) between-participants design with reaction times to the global-local task 

as the dependent variable.  

Materials and procedure. Upon arrival, participants were seated behind a 

computer and were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions. As in 

Study 1, they were then introduced to a task on emotional intelligence. Again, they were 

told that emotional intelligence can be determined by people’s capacity to evaluate 

others and by task switching ability. Also this time, their task was to evaluate four job 

applicants on the basis of a personality description and to choose the applicant most 

suited for the job at hand9. For half of the participants this decision was irreversible and 

for the other half this decision was reversible.  

After receiving the instructions, participants started the evaluation task. 

However, after 15 seconds the task was suddenly interrupted, and participants were 

asked to complete a so-called “letter task”: the global-local reaction time measure, a 

                                                 
8  The percentage of errors of these excluded participants were 25%; 29,1%; 41,7% as compared to 4,7% 

of errors for the entire sample. 
9  This time, half of the participants could choose between four applicants applying for a position as a 

kindergarten teacher and half of the participants could choose between four applicants applying for a position at 

a car dealer. However, no differences in effects were found for the type of job. As a further note, the descriptions 

of the kindergarten applicants were equal to the ones used in Study 1. The descriptions of the four car dealer 

candidates were constructed in a similar way such that the decision would be as difficult as possible. No 

differences were found for the level of choice difficulty (Mkindergarten = 5.29, Mcar dealer = 4.79), t (94) = 1.621, p = 

.108. We therefore decided to combine the two groups. Further analyses revealed that the mean difficulty score 

of both types of decisions together (M = 5.01) differed significantly from the midpoint of the scale, t (95) = 7.42, 

p < .001). Furthermore, this difficulty score did not differ across conditions, t (94) = .23, p = .821. 
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variant of the Navon-letters task as used by Förster, Friedman, Özelsel, and Denzler 

(2006) (Navon, 1977). As in Study 1, at the moment of interruption, it was impossible 

for participants to have read already all of the descriptions, and, thus, to have made a 

decision. As such, at the moment their global-local reaction times were measured, all 

participants were still in the pre-decisional phase of the decision-making process. 

Participants were told that the score on the letter task would indicate their flexibility. In 

reality, the letter task was administered in order to measure participants’ current 

processing style as an indicator of regulatory focus orientation. For this task, 

participants were presented with a series of global letters (approximately 2.1 x 2.1 cm) 

made up of local letters (approximately 0.4 x 0.4 cm). Each horizontal or vertical line 

composing a global letter was formed from five closely spaced local letters. On each trial, 

participants were first presented with a fixation cross (“+”) in the center of the screen 

for 500 ms. Then, one of eight global composite letters was randomly presented, and 

participants were instructed to press a blue response key if the stimulus contained the 

letter L and to press a red response key if a given stimulus contained the letter H. They 

were asked to respond as quickly as possible. Four of the composite letters included 

global targets (an H made of Fs, an H made of Ts, and L made of Ts, and an L made of Fs), 

and four included local targets (an F made of Hs, an F made of Ls, a T made of Hs, and a T 

made of Ls). Overall, 18 local and 18 global trials were presented, with 12 practice trials 

that were not analyzed.  

As soon as participants finished the global-local reaction time measure, they 

returned to the evaluation task and decided which of the candidates was most 

appropriate for the respective job. Immediately after this decision, participants were 

asked to indicate on a 7- point Likert scale the extent to which they thought the decision 

for one of the candidates had been a reversible one on a scale ranging from not at all (1) 

to very much (7). Subsequently, all participants continued with the next part of the 

experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study. At the end of the 

experimental session those in the reversible decision condition returned to the 

emotional intelligence experiment and were told that they could now revise their prior 

decision if they wished to do so. At this point their decision became final. Finally, all 

participants were thanked for their participation and debriefed. 

 



CHAPTER 4 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 73 

Results and Discussion 

Attention to and memory for instructions. Results revealed that those in the 

reversible decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.60, 

SD = 1.72) than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.98, SD = 1.13), t (94) = 

-5.48, η2 = .24, p < .001. None of the participants in the reversible condition changed 

their preliminary decision. 

Global-local reaction time measures. We followed Fazio’s recommendations 

(1990) for analyzing reaction time data and log-transformed all response times. Mean 

reaction times to global and local targets were subjected to a 2 (local, global targets) by 

2 (reversible, irreversible decision) mixed-factorial ANOVA. The main effect of 

reversibility was not significant [F (1, 94) = 2.77, η2 = .03, p = .099]. Replicating Navon’s 

(1977) global dominance effect, we found overall faster responses for global target 

letters (M = 6.18, SD = .18) than for local target letters (M = 6.28, SD = .19), F (1, 94) = 

88.37, p < .001. In line with our expectation, the Reversibility X Processing style 

interaction [F (1, 94) = 6.52, η2 = .07, p = .012] showed that this difference was smaller 

in the reversible decision condition [F (1, 94) = 22.96, η2 = .20, p < .001] (Mlocal = 6.30, SD 

= .20; Mglobal = 6.22, SD = .19) than in the irreversible decision condition [F (1, 94) = 

72.98, η2 = .44, p < .001] (Mlocal = 6.27, SD = .18; Mglobal = 6.14, SD = .17). Pairwise 

comparison revealed slower responses for global target letters for participants in the 

reversible decision condition than in the irreversible decision condition [F (1, 94) = 5.91, 

η2 = .06, p =.017] (Mreversible= 6.22, SD = .19; Mirreversible = 6.14, SD = .17). No differences 

between conditions were found for responses on local target letters [F (1, 94) = .698, η2 

= .01, p =.406] (Mirreversible = 6.27, SD = .18; Mreversible= 6.30, SD = .20). Hence, people 

making a reversible decision responded relatively slower to global targets as compared 

to people making an irreversible decision. This pattern of results conceptually replicates 

that of Förster and Higgins (2005), who found a reduced global dominance effect when 

participants were in a prevention focus compared to a promotion focus.  

Study 4 

Studies 1-3 established a relationship between decision reversibility and effects 

that are associated with regulatory focus motivations. Moreover, evidence for this 

relationship was obtained under conditions where all participants were in a pre-
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decisional phase when the regulatory focus indicators were measured. Study 4 was 

designed to determine whether the relationship between decision reversibility and 

regulatory focus would also affect people’s evaluations of the decision outcome itself.  

As discussed in the introduction, the value-from-fit hypothesis (Higgins, 2000) 

proposes that people will evaluate a positive outcome of a decision more positively if the 

decision-making process is done in a manner that fits the decision-makers’ regulatory 

motivation. In a study by Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, and Molden (2003), for 

example, participants were asked to make a decision between a pen and a coffee mug, 

with these products being selected such that all participants chose the mug. Half of the 

participants made the decision with an eager strategy, whereas the other half used a 

vigilant strategy to arrive at the same decision. Results revealed that participants 

assigned a higher monetary value to the mug when the strategy they used to make the 

decision matched their chronic regulatory focus; that is, those with a chronic promotion 

focus assigned higher value to the mug when they had made the decision with an eager 

strategy, whereas those with a chronic prevention focus assigned higher value when 

they had used a vigilant decision strategy.  

In the current context this could mean that choice satisfaction would be greater 

when the reversibility of the decision fits the decision-maker’s chronic regulatory focus. 

Consequently, one would expect that when having the option to revise (a manner of 

decision-making that fits a prevention focus), compared to an irreversible decision, 

individuals with a chronic prevention focus would evaluate the decision outcome more 

positively than individuals with a chronic promotion focus. The following study tested 

this prediction. It adds to the previous studies by examining the decision-makers’ 

evaluative experiences of the choice outcome. Furthermore, whereas the first three 

studies primarily relied on hypothetical decisions, Study 4 involved a real decision. That 

is, in Study 4 participants were asked to make a decision between two prizes that they 

could actually win in a lottery. Finally, Study 4 provided more direct evidence that 

regulatory focus motivations are involved because it specifically measured chronic 

prevention focus and promotion focus to test for the fit effect.  
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Method 

Participants and design. Eighty-one students (26 males and 55 females; Mage = 

20.85, SDage = 4.20) participated in the study. Four participants were excluded from the 

analysis because they were either outliers on the chronic regulatory measure or the 

main dependent variable (SD > 2.5 above the mean), leaving a final sample of seventy-

seven. This experiment was the first in a testing session with various unrelated 

experiments. Participants received course credit for their participation. The study was a 

2 (irreversible vs. reversible) by 2 (promotion focus vs. prevention focus) between-

participants design with participants’ evaluative experience with the choice outcome as 

the dependent variable.  

Materials and procedure. Upon entering the lab, participants were informed 

that they would take part in a lottery. Separate draws were going to be held for two 

different prizes; an iPod and a portable dvd-player10. Pretests had shown that both 

prizes were equally attractive (MiPod = 4.63, SD = 1.50; Mdvd= 4.74, SD = 1.63), t (18) = -

.40, p = .72. It was their task to choose which of the prize draws they wanted to enter. 

This decision was either irreversible or reversible. Those in the irreversible decision 

condition were told that their decision would be final, meaning that they would not be 

able to revise their decision at a later point in time. Participants assigned to the 

reversible decision condition, on the other hand, were told that the decision would only 

be preliminary and that they would have the opportunity to revise their decision right 

before the end of the experimental hour. Participants were given unlimited time to read 

the prize descriptions and to make their decision. 

Immediately after participants indicated their decision, they all continued with 

the next part of the experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study 

and lasted approximately forty minutes. At the end of the experimental hour, 

participants returned to the lottery experiment and were asked about both their 

satisfaction with their decision (“How satisfied are you with the decision you made?”) 

and certainty about the rightness of their decision (“How certain are you that you made 

the right decision?”) as a combined measure of their overall positive evaluation of their 

decision (α = .86). Furthermore, they were asked to indicate the extent to which they 

                                                 
10  The actual lottery took place immediately after the data collection. 
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thought the decision had been a reversible one. All questions were rated on a 7-point 

scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). Subsequently, participants in the 

reversible decision condition were told that they could revise their prior decision if they 

wished to do so. At this point their decision thus became final. Participants’ chronic 

regulatory focus was measured with the 11-item regulatory focus questionnaire 

developed by Higgins, Friedman, Harlow, Idson, Ayduk, and Taylor (2001), after which 

participants were thanked and debriefed.  

Results and Discussion 

Attention to and memory for instructions. Results revealed that those in the 

reversible decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.65, 

SD = 1.96) than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.46, SD = .90), t (75) = -

6.23, η2 = .34, p < .001. None of the participants in the reversible decision condition 

changed their preliminary decision. 

Chronic regulatory focus. We created a measure of dominant regulatory focus 

by subtracting scores on the prevention subscale (α = .79) from scores on the promotion 

subscale (α = .63) (see also Cesario, Grant, and Higgins, 2004; Sassenberg, Jonas, Shah, 

and Brazy, 2007). Higher scores reflect relatively greater promotion focus than 

prevention focus. Regression analyses with participants’ decision evaluations as the 

dependent variable were conducted with decision reversibility (irreversible = -1; 

reversible = 1) and the measure of chronic regulatory focus (continuous measure) as the 

independent variables. In order to test whether a fit between decision reversibility and 

participants’ chronic regulatory focus indeed enhances individuals’ evaluations of the 

decision outcome, we also included the interaction term between regulatory focus 

difference and decision reversibility. Decision evaluations were not per se related to a 

predominant promotion versus prevention strength, t (76) = .959, β = .108, p = .341. 

Results revealed that the decision evaluations of those assigned to the irreversible 

decision condition were generally more positive compared to those assigned to the 

reversible decision condition, at a marginal level of significance [t (76) = -1.82, β = -.220, 

p = .073]. However, this effect was moderated by chronic regulatory focus as revealed in 

a significant interaction term, t (76) = -2.77, β = -.309, p = .007. As expected, the greater 

positivity of the decision evaluations in the irreversible than the reversible condition 



CHAPTER 4 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 77 

was more pronounced for chronic promotion-focused participants. For chronic 

prevention-focused participants, it was not only reduced but (non-significantly) 

reversed (see Figure 4.1). This significant interaction pattern is generally consistent 

with the value-from-fit hypothesis (Higgins, 2000) by showing that a fit between people’s 

chronic regulatory focus and the manner of decision-making leads to more positive 

evaluations than a non-fit11.  

 

 

Figure 4.1. Results of regression analyses for participants’ evaluation of the decision 
outcome. Higher scores indicate more positive evaluations.  

 

    Study 5 

Studies 1-4 showed that decision reversibility has specific effects that relate to 

distinct regulatory focus motivations. In the final study, we wanted to determine 

whether regulatory focus motivations related to decision reversibility also influence the 

decision itself. On the basis of the previous studies and earlier research, one could 

                                                 
11  The chronic regulatory focus measurement was administered at the end of the experimental session. 

Although several tasks were administered between the manipulation of decision reversibility and the chronic 

regulatory focus measurement, one may argue that our manipulation of decision reversibility could have affected 

people’s answers to the regulatory focus questionnaire. Results, however, revealed that this was not the case, t 

(75) = 1.34, p = .186. 
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expect that decision-makers become interested in different product features depending 

on the regulatory focus that is relatively strengthened by the (ir)reversibility of the 

decision.  

As we already briefly alluded to in the introduction, Werth and Förster (2003) 

examined whether people with different regulatory foci consider different product 

features important (see also Higgins, 2002). In one of their studies, participants were 

asked to evaluate 12 attributes for a wristwatch and 8 attributes for sunglasses and to 

indicate to what extent they were interested in these product features when buying a 

watch or sunglasses. Half of the items were promotion-related in the sense that these 

features go beyond the essentials of the product to serve maximal or luxury concerns 

(e.g., ‘time zone setting’), and half of them were prevention-related in the sense that 

these features are essential to the product and serve safety or security concerns (e.g., 

‘long guarantee period’). Their results revealed that prevention-focused individuals 

were more interested in prevention-related security-oriented product features, whereas 

promotion-focused individuals were more interested in promotion-related luxury-

oriented product features. In a similar vein, one could predict a higher relative 

preference for security or safety-oriented product features when making a reversible 

decision and a higher relative preference for luxury-oriented product features when 

making an irreversible decision. Study 5 tested these predictions and thus aims to show 

that the effects of decision reversibility on regulatory focus motivations are also 

consequential for the decision itself. In addition, as for Study 4, this study tests a 

regulatory focus indicator that is more directly and distinctively associated with 

regulatory focus motivations because it examines promotion-related maximal luxury 

concerns and prevention-related security or safety concerns. 

Method 

Participants and design. Ninety-six students (29 males and 67 females; Mage = 

21.17, SDage= 4.25) participated in the study. The experiment was one of a testing 

session with various unrelated experiments. Participants received course credit or a 

monetary reward for their participation. The study was a one factor (irreversible vs. 

reversible) between-participants design with participants’ relative interest in 
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promotion-related luxury product features versus prevention-related security or safety 

product features as the main dependent variable.  

Materials and procedure. Participants were led to believe that previous 

research found a link between people’s personality and the type of clothes they tend to 

wear. Moreover, they were told that the present study was designed to examine whether 

this would also hold for ‘less prominent accessories’ such as a wristwatch. Thus, 

participants were informed that the goal of the current study was to find out whether 

specific character traits determine the type of accessories people prefer to wear. In 

order to test this, they would have to fill-out a personality questionnaire and decide 

which of eight different wristwatches would fit them best. This decision was either 

irreversible or reversible. Participants in the irreversible decision condition were told 

that they would not be able to revise their decision at a later point in time. Participants 

in the reversible decision condition were told that the decision was only preliminary and 

that they would have the opportunity to revise their decision right before the end of the 

experimental hour.  

After the manipulation of decision reversibility, but before making their choice, 

participants were first asked to indicate how important they considered twelve different 

product features when deciding between wristwatches on a scale ranging from not at all 

(1) to very much (9). This questionnaire (i.e., the dependent variable) contained an equal 

amount of promotion-oriented (e.g., time zone setting) and prevention-oriented product 

features (e.g., secure buckle). All features were equal to those used in the research by 

Werth and Förster (2003). At this point, all participants had not yet received any 

information about the eight wristwatches. This means that any effects on preference for 

certain product features occur within the pre-decisional phase of the decision-making 

process for all participants. 

Immediately after participants finished the questionnaire, they indicated their 

reversible or irreversible choice by specifying which of the eight different wristwatches 

would fit them best. They were subsequently asked to specify the extent to which they 

thought the decision had been a reversible one on a 9-point scale ranging from not at all 

(1) to very much (9). Furthermore, for credibility reasons, they were asked to fill-out a 

few items of the Big V personality inventory (Barrick & Mount, 1991) in order to 
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supposedly measure their personality. Answers to this questionnaire were, however, not 

used for further analyses. Then, all participants continued with the next part of the 

research session that was outside the focus of the current study. At the end of the 

experimental session, those in the reversible decision condition returned to the present 

research and were told that they could now revise their prior decision if they wished to 

do so. Finally, all participants were thanked for their participation and debriefed. 

Results and Discussion 

Attention to and memory for instructions. Results showed that those in the 

reversible decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 4.62, 

SD = 2.77) than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 3.04, SD = 2.52), t (94) = 

-2.93, η2 = .08, p = .004. Only four of the participants in the reversible decision condition 

changed their preliminary decision. 

Product feature importance. The scores for each feature type (promotion-

related luxury product features vs. prevention-related security or safety product 

features) were averaged. The two resulting mean values of the importance evaluation of 

the promotion versus prevention-related product features were subjected to a 2 

(promotion, prevention features) by 2 (reversible, irreversible decision) mixed-factorial 

ANOVA. The main effect of reversibility was not significant, F = 1.06, p = .306. Replicating 

Werth and Förster (2003), we found that prevention-related product features were 

more important to participants (M = 5.52, SD = 1.43) than promotion-related product 

features (M = 3.60, SD = 1.33), F (1, 94) = 193.10, η2 = .67, p < .001. As expected, the 

Reversibility X Product Feature interaction [F (1, 94) = 5.79, η2 = .06, p = .018] showed 

that this difference was larger in the reversible decision condition [F (1, 94) = 125.08, η2 

= .57, p < .001] (Mprevention = 5.57, SD = 1.63; Mpromotion = 3.29, SD = 1.28) than in the 

irreversible decision condition [F (1, 94) = 70.40, η2 = .43, p < .001] (Mprevention = 5.48, SD 

= 1.24; Mpromotion = 3.87, SD = 1.33). Altogether, these results demonstrate that, compared 

to those making an irreversible decision, those making a reversible decision have a 

relative greater interest in prevention-related product features than in promotion-

related product features. Apparently, the motivational effects of decision reversibility as 

it relates to regulatory focus motivations even appears to impact what matters in the 

decision itself. 
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General Discussion 

Five studies examined how reversible and irreversible decisions have effects that 

are associated with differences between prevention and promotion motivations. Overall, 

the results revealed that reversible decisions, compared to irreversible decisions, tend to 

fit a prevention focus more than a promotion focus as indicated by an enhanced concern 

with strategic avoidance, higher performance accuracy, stronger local (vs. global) 

processing, greater outcome value from greater fit with chronic prevention concerns (vs. 

chronic promotion concerns), and a relatively greater interest in prevention-related (vs. 

promotion-related) product features. Thus, relative to irreversible decision-makers, 

reversible decision-makers are relatively more prevention-focused than promotion-

focused. 

More specifically, Study 1 demonstrated that those who were able to change their 

minds were relatively more likely to choose vigilant, avoidant strategies to work 

towards the desired end-state of friendship, as compared to those for whom the decision 

was final. Study 2 showed that participants in the reversible decision condition were 

relatively more accurate and slow than those assigned to the irreversible decision 

condition. Study 3 demonstrated that participants in the reversible decision condition 

were relatively more local (vs. global) processors compared to participants in the 

irreversible decision condition. Study 4 demonstrated that a fit between the reversibility 

of the decision and the decision-maker’s chronic regulatory motivation produced higher 

evaluations of the chosen alternative. Those who were relatively more chronic 

prevention-focused evaluated the decision outcome more positively when the decision 

was reversible, whereas those who were relatively more chronic promotion-focused 

evaluated the decision outcome more positively when the decision was irreversible. 

Finally, Study 5 demonstrated that decision reversibility can also have an effect on the 

actual decision-making process by changing the relative importance of different product 

features. When the decision was reversible instead of irreversible, participants were 

relatively more interested in prevention-related security or safety product features than 

in promotion-related luxury product features. Studies 1, 2, 3, & 5 also showed that these 

regulatory focus effects of decision reversibility can occur even when all participants are 

in the pre-decisional phase of the decision-making process. 
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Altogether, these findings support our hypothesis that reversible decisions, 

relative to irreversible decisions, induce a stronger prevention than promotion focus12. 

In line with previous findings (Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, & van der Pligt, 2013; 

Hafner, White, & Handley, 2011), this suggests that people who are in a position where 

they can change their minds, as compared to those who cannot, are more likely to direct 

their attention towards the potential presence or absence of negative outcomes. As we 

discussed in the introduction, such a shift is likely a result of the fact that whether or not 

there is a problem with the decision provides information about whether or not the 

decision-maker should revise the choice. That is, the presence of a negative outcome will 

indicate that one probably has chosen the wrong alternative and that one will have to 

change the temporarily chosen alternative for another in order to reach a desired 

outcome. The absence of a negative outcome, on the other hand, will be a sign of a good 

decision, which, in turn, will probably render changing unnecessary.  

A link to previous research on decision reversibility 

From the present research findings, it seems that the reversibility of the decision 

influences the decision-making process through inducing regulatory focus motivations. It 

should also be noted that the regulatory motivations that are triggered by the 

reversibility of the decision could also have effects beyond the decision-making process. 

For instance, it is possible that these regulatory motivations play an important role 

when it comes to explaining some of the previous findings in research on decision 

reversibility and its effects on the decision outcome. Indeed, the results of Study 4 

provide some evidence for effects of decision reversibility on decision outcome through 

the role of regulatory focus motivations and value from fit. 

Choice satisfaction 

As we discussed in the introduction, extant research showed that reversible 

decisions decrease choice satisfaction (Bullens, van Harreveld, & Förster; 2011; Gilbert 

& Ebert, 2002). Gilbert and Ebert explained these findings by suggesting that spreading 

                                                 
12  While our research adds to the growing literature on regulatory focus and its effects, future research 

has to incorporate challenges to the concept. For example, research by Glass, Maddox, and Markman (2011) 

implied that gains/non gains and loss/non loss contingencies could be orthogonal to regulatory focus, at least in 

certain situations. However, at this point, these recent findings do not challenge the consistent effects we found 

in the present research 



CHAPTER 4 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 83 

of alternatives, as a means to increase satisfaction (i.e., cognitive dissonance reduction), 

only occurs when the decision is irreversible. Decision-makers spread the alternatives 

either by increasing the attractiveness of the chosen alternative or by decreasing the 

attractiveness of the rejected alternative (Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1957). According to 

Gilbert and Ebert, spreading apart of alternatives does not occur when the decision is 

reversible. Instead, they reasoned that people who have made a reversible decision 

continue to critically evaluate the chosen option and especially pay attention to its 

imperfections in order to decide whether or not to keep this alternative. When decision-

makers finally decide to stick with the initially chosen alternative, all the critical thinking 

may have already negatively impacted upon their satisfaction. Thus, according to Gilbert 

and Ebert (2002), differences in choice satisfaction are not only due to the extent in 

which people are likely to spread apart the desirability of the alternatives, satisfaction 

also depends on people’s tendency to pay attention to the negative aspects of the chosen 

alternative.  

As briefly alluded to in the introduction, Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and van 

der Pligt (2013) indeed found evidence for this assumption as they showed that upon 

reversible rather than irreversible decision-making people particularly attend to the 

negative aspects of the chosen alternative i.e., to its’ imperfections. The current research 

points towards regulatory motivation as the driving force behind this effect. That is, our 

findings suggest that it could be the case that people attend to the negative aspects of the 

chosen alternative, because they become relatively more prevention-focused through 

the reversibility of the decision, which, in turn, likely affects their levels of choice 

satisfaction. Subsequent research should elucidate how exactly decision reversibility, 

regulatory focus and attention towards attributes of the alternatives influence each 

other.  

Working memory capacity 

Besides a possible link with choice satisfaction, regulatory motivation may also 

play a role when it comes to the detrimental effects of decision reversibility on working 

memory capacity. Bullens and colleagues (2011) demonstrated that reversible decision-

making curtails the decision-maker’s cognitive resources. They argued that this is 

probably because those who can still revise the decision continue to think about the 
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relevant choice options, which will likely usurp cognitive resources. However, on the 

basis of the present results, it could be argued that regulatory motivation may also 

(partly) explain the effects found on working memory capacity. One aspect of prevention 

focus vigilance is that it requires more attentional resources (e.g., Förster, Higgins, & 

Strack, 2000), and could thus be linked to ego-depletion. Along those lines, Förster, 

Friedman, Özelsel, and Denzler (2006) argued that avoidance-related states should 

narrow the breath of conceptual attention and thereby impede working memory 

capacity.  

Similarly, Muraven and Baumeister (2000) suggested that vigilance depletes self-

control resources. They argued that a self-control effort such as vigilance requires one to 

ignore distracters in the environment, which may consequently consume cognitive 

resources. Indeed, research by Trawalter and Richeson (2006) suggests that such a link 

between prevention focused vigilance and ego-depletion exists as they found that 

prevention focused participants performed worse on a Stroop-task (aimed to assess 

executive attentional task performance) than their promotion focused counterparts (see 

also Friedman & Förster, 2005). Future research should investigate more thoroughly the 

role of a relative prevention focus in the relation between decision reversibility and 

working memory capacity.  

Explanations  

Although our studies were designed simply to establish initially the relationship 

between decision reversibility and regulatory focus motivations by examining indicators 

of regulatory focus rather than to identify mechanisms underlying this relationship, we 

think it is worth to at least speculate on reasons why exactly individuals become 

relatively more prevention-focused from anticipating reversible decision-making 

compared to irreversible decision-making. That is, we wish here to consider briefly 

some possible explanations for the effects we found in order to inspire future research 

on this topic. 

A first reason why reversible decision-making yields relatively prevention-

focused vigilance may be that the option to revise primes the individual with the 

possibility of making a wrong choice. Usually, revising is only necessary when the 

decision turns out negative (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Making people aware of the 
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reversibility of the decision could therefore shift their attention towards the likelihood 

of making a wrong choice. Such anticipation of failures has been found to strengthen 

prevention vigilance (e.g., Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Förster et al., 1998; Förster et al., 

2001; Higgins, 1998; Higgins et al, 2001; Zhou & Pham, 2004). 

One may also suggest that the option to revise augments feelings of pressure and 

responsibility to make the very best choice. That is, the allowance for corrective action 

after reversible decision-making (Epstude & Roese, 2008; Hafner, White, & Handley, 

2011; Roese & Summerville, 2005) may increase people’s subjective feelings of 

responsibility to end up with the right alternative (for a similar line of reasoning, see 

Iyengar and Lepper, 2000). As prevention-focused vigilance has been found to correlate 

with feelings of responsibility (e.g., Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994), one may 

argue that decision reversibility triggers a relative prevention focus (i.e., directs 

attention to the fulfillment of duties) specifically because the decision-maker feels more 

responsible to end up with the right choice.  

Future research should more directly identify the role of the anticipation of 

failures, as well as the role of responsibility involved in the process, and also consider 

other possible underlying mechanisms. Such knowledge would also provide insight into 

possible moderating variables and boundary conditions. For example, if it would turn 

out that the current effects are indeed driven by the anticipation of failures, then 

enhancing individuals’ confidence in the quality of their decision (e.g., via consensus 

information) should mitigate the effects of reversible decision-making on regulatory 

focus. 

Possible additional motivational contributors 

As already noted, the present research was specifically designed to establish the 

relation between decision reversibility and effects associated with regulatory focus 

motivations (especially during the pre-decisional phase). This, however, does not 

necessarily mean that other motivational factors might not contribute, at least partially, 

to some of the effects we found in some of our studies. In other words, it is possible that 

other motivational mechanisms are (also) induced by reversible and irreversible 

decision-making, which would then contribute to some of our effects. We will now 

consider what such potential additional motivational mechanisms might be.  
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Need for cognitive closure  

Proximity to the decision deadline enhances the desirability of closure 

(Kruglanski & Webster, 1991). One may argue that those who are about to make a 

decision that is immediately final are closer to the decision deadline than those who 

know they will have the opportunity to revise their choice. In that sense, one may 

suggest individuals who are about to make an irreversible decision to have a relatively 

higher need for cognitive closure as compared to individuals who are about to make a 

reversible decision.  

Individuals with a high need for cognitive closure have a desire to attain closure 

quickly. They are often contrasted with individuals with a high need for accuracy. The 

former prefer order and predictability, and have a low tolerance for ambiguity. 

Furthermore, individuals with a high need for closure tend to selectively focus on readily 

available solutions to a problem and tend to rely on heuristics (see, for instance, de 

Dreu, Koole, and Oldersma, 1999; Webster and Kruglanski, 1998). Conversely, 

individuals with a low need for cognitive closure engage in extensive information search, 

and tend to have a preference to suspend judgments (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). As 

such, heightened (or lowered) levels of need for cognitive closure could contribute to 

some of the effects found in the present research. It could, for instance, be the case that 

differences in need for cognitive closure contribute to the relation between decision 

reversibility and speed versus accuracy concerns (Study 2), and perhaps even the 

relation between decision reversibility and global versus local processing (Study 3) as 

previous research has found a link between the tendency to rely on heuristics and global 

processing (Tan, Jones, & Watson, 2009). It should be noted, however, that the theory of 

need for cognitive closure is silent with respect to the effects predicted for Studies 1, 4, 

and 5. 

Completeness versus incompleteness 

Research has shown that any manipulation that renders a task incomplete (e.g., 

task interruption) will induce a motivation to re-establish order (Gollwitzer, 1993; 

Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). As such, an (in)complete mental state could have some 

consequences that are similar to prevention-focused motivation if one assumes that re-

establishing order is similar to maintaining responsibilities and the status quo that are 
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associated with a prevention focus. One might reasonably argue that, generally speaking, 

a reversible decision would be experienced as more of an incomplete mental state than 

an irreversible decision. This means that there should be conditions where the effects 

predicted by the mechanism of incomplete versus complete mental states parallel those 

predicted by prevention versus promotion motivations. It should be noted, however, 

that in our Studies 1, 2, 3, & 5 the procedure involved the regulatory focus indicator 

being introduced as an interruption to the decision-making task during a pre-decisional 

phase. This means that all participants were in an interrupted, incomplete mental state 

at the time that the regulatory focus effects were being measured. Thus, for our 

conditions it is not likely that a mental state completeness mechanism is contributing to 

the effects we found.  

 It is, of course, worth considering whether, beyond the fact that all participants 

were interrupted and thus would be in an incomplete mind set, those participants in the 

reversible condition were relatively more in a state of incompleteness compared to their 

counterparts in the irreversible condition because it might be easier for the latter to 

anticipate themselves in the later stage in which the decision-making process has been 

completed. Given the strength of the interruption in Studies 1, 2, 3, and 5 that stopped 

the participants from even having the necessary information to make a decision, this 

seems unlikely, but future research should investigate this possibility. It should be noted 

as well that a mental state completeness mechanism would be silent with respect to the 

predicted effects for Studies 4 and 5 that were designed with regulatory focus chronicity 

and product features specifically in mind. Nonetheless, it would be interesting in future 

research to find those conditions where mental state completeness and regulatory focus 

motivations both apply, and find ways to distinguish between their predicted effects. 

Mindset theory 

Mindset theory (Gollwitzer, 1990) distinguishes between the phase before (pre-

decisional) and after (post-decisional) the decision has been made. In the pre-decisional 

phase, individuals tend to be in a deliberative mindset. A deliberative mindset is 

characterized by an even-handed and realistic (i.e., accurate) analysis of information in 

order to reach a good decision. In the post-decisional phase, however, individuals tend to 

switch to an implemental mindset, characterized by a general concern to successfully 
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implement the goal. (Gollwitzer, 1990; Kuhl, 1984). As such, implemental mindsets 

foster more selective information processing (e.g., Armor & Taylor, 2003; Taylor & 

Gollwitzer, 1995) and activate approach motivational processes (Harmon-Jones & 

Harmon-Jones, 2002).  

Regulatory focus theory and mindset theory do share some commonalities in 

terms of distinguishing types of motivational inclinations. Both theories, for example, 

make predictions about the extent to which individuals will have approach or accuracy 

inclinations. One could reasonably argue that, generally speaking, individuals who have 

made an irreversible decision are more likely to move from a deliberative to an 

implemental mindset compared to those who have made a reversible decision who are 

more likely to still be in a deliberative mindset. This would allow mindset theory to 

contribute to effects that would also be predicted by the difference between promotion 

and prevention motivations. However, once again the actual conditions of our Studies 1, 

2, 3, and 5 make this very unlikely with respect to the effects we found, because the 

interruption of the decision-making process before the relevant information could have 

been processed implies that all participants are still in the deliberation stage. Future 

research, however, should examine those conditions where both mechanisms do apply 

and again try to find ways to distinguish between their predicted effects. It should also 

be noted, once again, that mindset theory would be silent with respect to the predicted 

effects for Studies 4 and 5 that were designed with regulatory focus chronicity and 

product features specifically in mind, and it also remains silent regarding the Study 3 

findings for global versus local processing effects. 

In sum, we have considered how need for cognitive closure, (in)completeness, 

and mindset theory could have predicted effects regarding decision reversibility similar 

to regulatory focus motivations. Given the actual conditions of our Studies 1, 2, 3, and 5, 

and the fact that Studies 4 and 5 were specifically tailored to test predictions directly 

associated with promotion and prevention motivations, none of these alternative 

mechanisms can account for the full range of effects currently found. We have discussed, 

however, how there might be contributions of these mechanisms to some of our effects, 

and, importantly, the need for future research that sets conditions to compare and 

contrast the effects predicted by these mechanisms versus regulatory focus motivations. 

For the findings of our current studies though, we believe that regulatory focus theory 
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provides the most comprehensive and parsimonious explanation for our obtained 

effects of decision (ir)reversibility. The potential role of other motivational mechanisms 

during later stages of the decision-making process and under different conditions clearly 

merits additional research.  

Concluding remarks 

The present research is the first to show that the manner of decision-making can 

itself orient the decision-maker towards prevention versus promotion decision-making 

styles that affect a variety of different tasks. More specifically, the present studies 

demonstrate a link between decision reversibility and regulatory focus motivations and 

find support for the idea that reversible decisions, relative to irreversible decisions, fit 

better with a prevention motivation than with a promotion motivation. Moreover, they 

show that the induced regulatory motivation is consequential for the actual decision-

making process and evaluated outcomes. Finally, we have argued that these distinct 

regulatory focus motivations may be the driving force behind some detrimental effects 

of reversible decision-making that have been found in previous research.
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You can have peace. Or you can have freedom. Don’t ever count on having both at once. 

– R.A. Heinlein
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ART OR ALGEBRA? HOW DECISION REVERSIBILITY AFFECTS 

CREATIVE AND ANALYTICAL PERFORMANCE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on Bullens, L., & van Harreveld, F. Art or Algebra? How decision 

reversibility affects creative and analytical performance. Manuscript under revision.
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Even though people prefer to make reversible rather than irreversible decisions (Gilbert 

& Ebert, 2002), the opportunity to revise a decision appears to have some unexpected 

downsides. The reversibility of a choice, for instance, seems to have a detrimental 

impact on individuals’ evaluation of the decision outcome. More specifically, reversible 

decisions yield lower levels of choice satisfaction and increased feelings of regret 

(Bullens, van Harreveld, & Förster, 2011; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). 

Recently, research started to also investigate the motivational effects of decision 

reversibility. Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins (2013) examined how the 

mere anticipation of a reversible versus irreversible decision affects people’s regulatory 

motivation. According to regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997, 1998, 2002), there are 

two self-regulatory systems that can help to achieve a goal; a promotion and a 

prevention system. Promotion focused individuals are motivated to attain nurturance 

and usually are concerned with the presence or absence of a positive outcome. 

Prevention focused individuals, on the other hand, are motivated to attain security and 

are generally concerned with the presence or absence of a negative outcome. Regulatory 

focus theory proposes that these systems utilize different means of regulating towards 

desired end-states, and involve different motivational orientations. While individuals in 

a promotion focus tend to utilize approach strategic means and show eager and risk-

taking behavior, individuals in a prevention focus are inclined to employ avoidance 

strategic means and demonstrate careful and vigilant behavior (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; 

Förster, Higgins, & Idson, 1998; Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994; Seibt & Förster, 

2004). 

Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins (2013) examined the relation 

between the anticipation of decision (ir)reversibility and regulatory motivation. On the 

basis of research by Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and van der Pligt (2013) (see also 

Hafner, White, and Handley, 2011), they expected reversible decision-makers, compared 

to irreversible decision-makers, to be relatively more prevention than promotion 

focused. Specifically, Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and van der Pligt (2013) showed 

that whereas reversible decision-makers attend relatively more to the negative aspects 

of the chosen and to the positive aspects of the rejected alternative, irreversible 

decision-makers attend relatively more to the positive aspects of the chosen and to the 

negative aspects of the rejected alternative. In other words, they demonstrated a focus 
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on the presence of a negative outcome (indicative of a prevention focus) after reversible 

decision-making, and a focus on the presence of a positive outcome (indicative of a 

promotion focus) after irreversible decision-making. On the basis of this finding, Bullens, 

van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins (2013) expected a relative prevention motivation 

more than a promotion motivation after anticipating reversible instead of irreversible 

decision-making.  

To test these predictions, participants in each of the studies were introduced to a 

reversible or irreversible choice. Immediately after the manipulation of decision 

reversibility – but before participants actually indicated their (initial) choice – Bullens 

and colleagues (2013) measured their regulatory focus. They assessed regulatory 

motivation with a number of indicators; examples are participants’ self-expressed 

preferences for approach versus avoidance, and their speed and accuracy motivations. 

They also measured global vs. local reaction time performance to tap into participants’ 

regulatory motivation, as research has shown that global processing is facilitated for 

those with a promotion motivation, whereas local processing is facilitated for those with 

a prevention motivation (Förster & Higgins, 2005). In line with what they expected, 

Bullens et al. demonstrated that the anticipation of reversible decision-making is 

relatively more related to a prevention than to a promotion motivation as indicated by a 

relatively greater concern with avoidance, higher accuracy, local processing, greater 

outcome value from greater fit with chronic prevention concerns, and a relatively 

greater interest in prevention-related product features.  

In an aim to explain their effects, Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins 

(2013) argued that reversible decision-making renders the possibility of making a 

wrong choice more salient. This anticipation of failure has been found to strengthen 

prevention vigilance (e.g., Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Förster et al., 1998; Förster et al., 

2001; Higgins, 1998; Higgins et al, 2001; Zhou & Pham, 2004). As another explanation, 

they referred to research showing that prevention-focused vigilance correlates with 

feelings of responsibility (e.g., Higgins, Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994). Accordingly, they 

suggested that the option to revise may augment feelings of pressure and responsibility 

to make the very best choice as the allowance for corrective action increases people’s 

subjective feelings of responsibility to end up with the right alternative (Epstude & 

Roese, 2008; Hafner, White, & Handley, 2011; Roese & Summerville, 2005). 
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In each of the studies conducted by Bullens and colleagues, the extent to which 

the decision was reversible, affected regulatory motivation immediately in the pre-

decisional phase, i.e. even before participants actually made their reversible or 

irreversible choice. Up until now, however, it is unclear whether these effects also carry-

over to the post-decisional phase and, thus, whether decision reversibility affects 

performance on subsequent (unrelated) tasks after the decision has been made. 

Extant research revealed several cases in which a cognitive procedure activated 

in one task carried-over to a subsequent, unrelated task (see for instance Förster and 

Dannenberg, 2010; Förster and Denzler, 2012; Förster, Friedman, and Liberman, 2004). 

Schooler (2002) and Schooler, Fiore, & Brandimonte (1997) termed this “processing 

shifts”. These shifts can be transfer-appropriate or transfer-inappropriate. During 

transfer-appropriate processing shifts, residually activated mechanisms are beneficial 

for subsequent processing, whereas transfer-inappropriate shifts occur when the 

elicited mechanisms impair subsequent processing. For example, Macrae and Lewis 

(2002) demonstrated that face recognition was enhanced after a global processing task 

(transfer-appropriate shift) and was impaired after a local processing task (transfer-

inappropriate shift), most likely because global processing increases (and local 

processing decreases) the ability to process information in a more holistic way, which, in 

turn, facilitates face recognition. The present research was designed to determine 

whether decision reversibility also elicits such processing shifts. More specifically, our 

goal was to find out whether the motivational effects of decision reversibility also carry-

over the post-decisional phase and influence the decision-maker’s performance on a 

subsequent, unrelated task.  

In the current research we focus on the influence of decision reversibility on 

creative and analytical ability, because regulatory motivation – the motivation that is 

affected by decision reversibility – is known to impact upon people’s performance on 

these types of constructs (see, for instance, Förster and Denzler, 2012; Friedman and 

Förster, 2001). Moreover, finding a relation between decision reversibility and creative 

versus analytical ability, would demonstrate that the effect of decision reversibility goes 

beyond its motivational influence, and also affects fundamental human performances. 

We posit that irreversible decision-making is likely to produce a transfer-appropriate 

processing shift with respect to creative ability, because creativity appears to profit 
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especially from the risky, explorative processing style elicited by a promotion 

motivation (Friedman & Förster, 2001). The opportunity to change one’s mind, on the 

other hand, is more likely to produce a transfer-appropriate processing shift in the 

context of analytical problem solving. The latter tends to benefit more from the detail-

oriented local processing style elicited by a prevention motivation (e.g., Förster & 

Denzler, 2012; Seibt & Förster, 2004).  

Creative and analytical performance 

Regulatory motivation, as well as processing style, has been found to affect 

creativity (Friedman & Förster, 2001). Friedman and Förster predicted that the risky, 

explorative processing style produced by a promotion motivation would facilitate 

creativity, whereas the risk-averse, safety oriented processing style elicited by a 

prevention motivation would undermine creativity. In one of their studies, participants 

were primed with a maze task either presented in eager, promotion terms (i.e., a mouse 

finding its way to a piece of cheese) or in vigilant, prevention terms (i.e., a mouse finding 

its way to safety from an owl). Subsequently, participants were asked to generate as 

many creative uses for a brick as possible. In line with their hypothesis, Friedman and 

Förster demonstrated that those primed with promotion focused eagerness were more 

creative in their solutions than those primed with prevention focused vigilance. These 

findings are in line with other studies showing that approach cues, relative to avoidance 

cues, promote creativity (Friedman & Förster, 2000; 2002).  

Whereas promotion motivation appears to facilitate creativity, extant research 

suggests a similar relationship between prevention motivation and analytical 

performance. Research by Seibt and Förster (2004), for instance, showed that negative 

stereotypes (triggering a prevention focus) led to better analytical performance (see 

also Friedman and Förster, 2000). Förster and Denzler (2012) further demonstrated 

that local processing, which, as argued above, is also related to prevention focused 

vigilance, facilitated performance on an analytical task. In their research, participants 

were either induced with a global or a local processing style after which they worked on 

two different tasks; one measuring creativity and one measuring analytical ability. The 

creativity task involved coming up with the most creative title for a picture displaying a 

dog lying on a sofa. For the analytical task, participants worked on four logical reasoning 
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problems derived from the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) Analytical test 

(Friedman & Förster, 2000, 2001, and 2002). It was predicted and found that whereas a 

global processing mode facilitates creativity and impairs analytical ability, a local 

processing mode reduces creative thought and enhances analytical performance.  

Altogether, it thus appears that a promotion motivation increases creative rather 

than analytical performance, whereas the reverse appears to be true for a prevention 

motivation. As we alluded to above, the extent to which decisions are reversible directly 

affects regulatory motivation (Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, & Higgins, 2013), at least 

in the period before individuals have actually made their decision. In the present 

research, we aim to establish whether the relation between reversible decision-making 

and regulatory motivation also carries-over to the phase after the (initial) decision has 

been made.  

To summarize, we posit that individuals will be more creative after irreversible, 

rather than reversible decision-making. However, regarding analytical ability, the 

reverse will be true. People will perform better on an analytical task after having made a 

reversible instead of an irreversible decision. We will test our assumptions in two 

studies. In both studies participants will be asked to make a reversible or irreversible 

choice after which their creativity (Study 1) and analytical ability (Study 2) are assessed. 

Study 1  

Method 

Participants and design. Seventy students (25 males and 45 females; Mage = 

20.17, SDage= 1.81) participated in the study. Because of a technical problem, we lost 

part of the data of eight participants. Hence, we had to exclude these participants from 

the analyses. Two additional participants were also excluded from the main analyses 

because their scores on the dependent variable deviated more than 2 SD’s from the 

mean for the rest of the sample, leaving a sample of sixty participants. The experiment 

was the first in a testing session with various unrelated experiments. Participants 

received course credit for their participation. The study was a one factor (irreversible, 

reversible) between subjects design with creative performance (the brick task, 

Friedman & Förster, 2001) as the dependent variable.  
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Materials and procedure. Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were 

seated in front of a computer and randomly assigned to one of the two experimental 

conditions. The computer provided all instructions. The experiment was introduced as a 

study on decision-making in lotteries (see for a similar procedure Bullens, van 

Harreveld, and Förster 2011; Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins, 2013, Study 

4). Participants were told that draws were going to be held for two different prizes: one 

for an iPod and one for a portable DVD-player13. Participants were asked to decide 

which of both prize draws they wanted to enter. This decision was either irreversible or 

reversible. Those in the irreversible decision condition were told that their decision was 

final and they would thus not be able to revise their decision at a later stage. Those in 

the reversible decision condition, on the other hand, were told that their decision was 

only preliminary and that they would have the opportunity to revise their choice right 

before the end of the experimental hour, if they wished to do so. 

Immediately after participants made their reversible or irreversible choice, they 

were asked, as a manipulation check, to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 

7 = very much) the extent to which they thought the decision had been a reversible one. 

Subsequently, they were introduced to an ostensibly unrelated task on creativity. For 

this task, participants were asked to generate as many uses for a brick as they could 

think of (Friedman & Förster, 2001; Seibt & Förster, 2004). More specifically, they were 

instructed to be as creative in their solutions as possible. After one minute they were 

interrupted, and all participants continued with the next part of the experimental 

session that was outside the focus of the current study. Right before the end of the 

experimental hour, those in the reversible decision condition returned to the lottery 

experiment and were told that they could now revise their preliminary choice if they 

wished to do so. At this point, their decision thus became final. Finally, all participants 

were thanked for their participation and debriefed. 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results revealed that those in the reversible decision 

condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.36, SD = 1.87) than those 

in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.57, SD = .88), t(58) = -4.95, p < .001. Only 

                                                 
13  The actual lottery took place immediately after the data collection. 
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one of the participants in the reversible condition changed the preliminary choice. This 

is in accordance with earlier work (e.g., Bullens et al. 2011; Bullens, van Harreveld, 

Förster, & Higgins, 2013; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). 

Creative performance. We asked two independent raters to rate the creativity 

of each generated use for a brick on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = very uncreative, 9 = very 

creative). Both raters were blind to experimental conditions. Inter-rater agreement was 

high (r = .75, p = .000). For each participant, we then calculated a mean creativity score 

of all the uses for a brick generated. An example of an uncreative solution was “to build a 

house with it”, an example of a creative solution was “to use it as a musical instrument”.  

Results revealed that the reversibility of the decision significantly affected 

participants’ creativity, t(58) = 2.12, p = .038. As expected, the mean creativity score in 

the irreversible decision condition was higher (M = 3.81, SD = 1.14) than in the 

reversible decision condition (M = 3.22, SD = .95). The total number of creative solutions 

did not vary across conditions [t (58) = -.15, p = .880]. Hence, in line with our hypothesis, 

people having made an irreversible decision become more creative than people having 

made a reversible choice. Apparently, the processes activated by the irreversibility of 

the choice, carried-over to the post-decisional phase and affected the decision-makers’ 

creative performance on a subsequent, unrelated task. 

As we already discussed in the introduction, while creativity profits from 

promotion focused eagerness or global processing, analytical problem solving is known 

to benefit from a prevention motivation or local processing (Förster & Denzler, 2012; 

Seibt & Förster, 2004). Accordingly, we propose analytical ability to be better after 

reversible decision-making than after irreversible decision-making. Thus, we aim to 

show that decision reversibility does not simply impair performance, but that whether 

reversible or irreversible decision-making is beneficial to performance depends on the 

task one is engaged in. Study 2 was designed to specifically test whether these 

assumptions concerning the relation between decision reversibility and analytical 

problem solving are correct.  
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Study 2 

Method 

Participants and design. Fifty students (16 males and 34 females; Mage = 20.88, 

SDage= 3.08) participated in the study. Three participants were excluded from the 

analyses because their scores on the dependent variable deviated more than 2 SD’s from 

the mean for the rest of the sample, leaving a sample of forty-seven participants. The 

experiment was the first in a testing session with several unrelated experiments. 

Participants received course credit or a monetary reward for their participation. The 

study was a one factor (irreversible vs. reversible) between subjects design with 

performance on the four GRE analytical tasks as the main dependent variable.  

Materials and procedure. On arrival, participants were seated in front of a 

computer and randomly allocated to one of two experimental conditions. Participants 

were then introduced to a task allegedly measuring their emotional intelligence (see for 

a similar procedure Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, and Higgins, 2013, Study 1). They 

were told that some researchers argue that emotional intelligence can be determined by 

measuring one’s ability in evaluating others on the basis of a personality description, 

and that the current research was designed to determine whether this assumption is 

correct. All participants were asked to imagine themselves working for an employment 

agency and were presented with the descriptions of four job applicants applying for a 

position as a car dealer. Participants had to decide which applicant was best suited for 

this job and performance on this task (as a measure of ability in evaluating others) 

ostensibly provided their emotional intelligence score.  

The decision between the four job candidates was either irreversible or 

reversible. Participants assigned to the irreversible decision condition were told that 

they would not be able to revise their decision at a later point in time. Their decision was 

thus final. Participants assigned to the reversible decision condition, on the other hand, 

were told that their choice was only preliminary and that they would have the 

opportunity to revise their decision right before the end of the experimental hour, if they 

wished to do so.  
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After receiving the instructions, participants started the task and decided which 

of the four candidates was most appropriate for the job. Immediately after this decision 

they were asked, as a manipulation check, to indicate on a 7- point Likert scale ranging 

from not at all (1) to very much (7) the extent to which they thought their decision had 

been a reversible one. Subsequently, they were introduced to an ostensibly unrelated 

task on analytical performance. For this task, participants were asked to solve four 

different logical reasoning problems from the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) 

Analytical test (Friedman and Förster, 2000, 2001, and 2002), translated into Dutch. 

More specifically, they were asked to evaluate the truth-value of four propositions given 

an initial set of essential facts. Participants were given five minutes to solve these 

problems.  

As soon as they finished the analytical task, all participants continued with the 

next part of the experimental session that was outside the focus of the current study. At 

the end of the experimental session, those in the reversible decision condition returned 

to the emotional intelligence experiment and were told that they could now revise their 

prior decision if they wished to do so. At this point their decision thus became final. 

Finally, all participants were thanked for their participation and debriefed. 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation check. Results demonstrated that participants assigned to the 

reversible decision condition considered the decision to be more reversible (M = 3.39, 

SD = 1.50) than those in the irreversible decision condition (M = 1.58, SD =.83), t(45) = -

5.14, p < .001. None of the participants in the reversible decision condition changed their 

initial choice.  

Analytical performance. A t-test revealed that the reversibility of the decision 

significantly affected participants’ performance on the Graduate Record Examination 

(GRE) Analytical test, t (45) = -2.17, p = .035. The number of GRE problems solved in the 

reversible decision condition was higher (M = 2.52, SD = .59) than in the irreversible 

decision condition (M = 2.08, SD = .78). Hence, as expected, analytical performance was 

better after a reversible decision than after an irreversible decision.  
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General Discussion 

In two studies we demonstrated that the processes activated by the reversibility 

of a choice carry-over to the post-decisional phase, and, as such, affect individual’s 

creativity and analytical performance. More specifically, in Study 1 we showed that 

participants are more creative after irreversible than after reversible decision-making. 

In Study 2, we subsequently demonstrated that analytical ability profits more from 

reversible rather than irreversible decision-making. Thus, the results of Study 1 and 2 

show that the effects of decision reversibility on task performance differ as a function of 

the requirements of the task. After having made an irreversible decision, people are 

likely to do better on a task requiring creativity. After having made a reversible decision, 

a task requiring analytical ability seems more appropriate. These findings support our 

idea that irreversible decisions elicit a processing shift (Schooler, 2002; Schooler et al., 

1997) towards promotion (global) orientations. This processing shift, in turn, facilitates 

performance on creativity tasks (requiring abstract thought), and undermines analytical 

performance (requiring relatively concrete processing). Reversible decisions, on the 

other hand, elicit a processing shift towards prevention (local) orientations, thereby 

facilitating analytical performance, and undermining creativity.  

Although we specifically view the present effects as a result of these processing 

shifts – particularly because the relations among all factors (reversible decision-making, 

regulatory focus, and creative versus analytical ability) are now established, we cannot 

entirely rule out that other mechanisms account for the current findings as well. One 

such mechanism, for instance, could be counterfactual thinking. In the context of 

decision reversibility, research showed more counterfactual thinking after reversible 

than after irreversible decision-making (see Hafner, White, & Handley, 2011). A 

counterfactual thinking mode has generally been found to impair performance on tasks 

requiring novel ideas (Kray, Galinsky, & Wong, 2006). On the basis of this it could be 

argued that the negative relation between reversible decision-making and creative 

generation is actually the result of a ‘counterfactual thinking’ mindset. However, the 

possible role of counterfactual thinking seems less clear-cut when explaining the 

relation between decision reversibility and analytical problem solving. Research by 

Markman, Lindberg, Kray, and Galinsky (2007) investigated the relation between 

additive (e.g., “If only I had”) versus subtractive (e.g., “If only I hadn’t”) counterfactual 
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thinking mindsets on creative versus analytical ability and found that whereas additive 

mindsets facilitate creative generation, subtractive counterfactual thinking mindsets 

facilitate performance on analytical problem solving tasks. Hence, these findings suggest 

that, only when reversible decision-making would specifically yield a subtractive rather 

than an additive counterfactual thinking mindset, one could actually advocate the 

possible role of counterfactual thinking in the current research. Unfortunately, Hafner et 

al. (2011) did not distinguish between additive versus subtractive counterfactuals; thus 

it remains unclear which type of counterfactuals is actually triggered by reversible 

decision-making. The mediating role of counterfactual thinking in the relation between 

decision reversibility and creative versus analytical ability, therefore, is currently 

speculative at most. To sum up, while we believe that the present findings are driven by 

the aforementioned processing shifts, future research should determine whether this is 

indeed the case, and whether other mechanisms such as counterfactual thinking are 

(also) at play.  

So far, research exploring the effects of reversible versus irreversible decision-

making mainly showed reversible decision-making to have rather detrimental 

consequences (Bullens et al., 2011; Bullens, Förster, van Harreveld, & Liberman, 2011; 

Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, & Higgins, 2013; Bullens, van Harreveld, Förster, & van 

der Pligt, 2013; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). The results of the present studies, however, 

reveal that in some cases reversible decision-making is in fact relatively beneficial and 

that having the opportunity to revise a choice is not as unequivocally detrimental as 

research up until now seems to suggest. More specifically, whether it is good or bad to 

engage in a task while still contemplating a reversible decision very much depends on 

the nature of this task. Reversible (compared to irreversible) decisions impair creative 

thought but foster analytical performance. Future research should investigate whether 

there are more circumstances in which, or other tasks for which, reversible decision-

making is actually a good thing. 

In the future, one may also want to consider possible factors moderating the 

relationship between decision reversibility and creative and analytical performance. For 

instance, whereas the present studies show that the type of decision (reversible or 

irreversible) directly influences creative and analytical performance, one may argue that 

variations in other contextual factors possibly affect these findings. To give an example, 
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in research examining the effects of regulatory motivation, regulatory focus is generally 

induced by using framing methods, i.e. by framing a task in terms of gains versus non-

gains and loss versus non-losses (e.g., Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997; Idson, Liberman, 

& Higgins, 2000). Similarly, a decisional task could also be framed in a way that either 

induces a promotion or a prevention orientation. For instance, one may frame the 

decision about whether or not to see a dentist in terms of ‘preventing cavities’ – which 

will more likely induce a prevention orientation, or in terms of ‘taking good care of one’s 

teeth’ – which will more likely induce a promotion orientation. As such, one may suggest 

that the regulatory motivation induced by the type of framing (whether the decision is 

framed in promotion or prevention terms) will subsequently interact with the 

regulatory motivation induced by the reversibility of the choice, and, hence, will 

influence the relation between decision reversibility and creative and analytical 

performance. Accordingly, one would then suggest that a reversible choice on whether 

or not to visit a dentist, especially reduces creative performance (or increases analytical 

ability) when this decision is framed in a prevention manner. Instead, when the same 

reversible choice is framed in a promotion way, the detrimental effects on creativity will 

likely diminish or may even disappear. 

The temporal distance of the event one has to make a decision about, may have a 

similar moderating impact on the effects found in the current research. According to 

construal level theory (CLT; Liberman & Trope, 1998; for a review see Trope and 

Liberman, 2003), decisions regarding distant future events are generally represented in 

terms of more abstract, general and decontextualized features (high-level construals) 

rather than in terms of more concrete, contextual, and incidental details of the events 

(low-level construals). To illustrate, a person deciding whether or not to visit a dentist 

half a year from now, may think about this visit in terms of “taking care of one’s health” 

which is a more global representation of the event, whereas a person deciding on 

whether or not to visit the dentist in two days, may construe the same visit in terms of 

“filling up a cavity” being a more local representation. 

Previous research has demonstrated a link between temporal distance and 

creative and analytical ability (Förster, Friedman, & Liberman, 2004). More specifically, 

it has been shown that distant future time perspectives facilitate creative and 

undermine analytical ability, whereas the reverse appears to be true for near future 
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events. On this basis, one may suggest that a reversible decision on whether or not to 

visit a dentist would especially reduce creative performance (or increase analytical 

ability) when this visit to the dentist is planned in the near future. Instead, when the 

same visit is planned in the distant future, the detrimental effects on creative ability may 

possibly diminish or may even disappear. Finding such moderating effects would 

specifically show that rather than the mere difference in type of decision (i.e., whether 

the decision is reversible or irreversible), also other contextual factors (e.g., the specific 

content of the choice) are important to consider when making predictions about 

people’s future performance on tasks requiring creative or analytical ability.
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We know what happens to people who stay in the middle of the road. They get run over. 

– A. Bevan
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Our lives are replete with decisions. Whereas most of these decisions are irreversible 

(e.g., deciding to sell one’s car, to quit a job, or to remove a birthmark from one’s face), 

other decisions allow for corrective action. Such reversible decisions provide the 

opportunity to change our minds about the chosen course of action, and to adjust our 

behavior.  

People appear to prefer reversible to irreversible decisions. They, for instance, 

favor shops in which customers are allowed to exchange a purchase within two weeks, 

or prefer to provide temporary rather than permanent contracts to new employees. 

Previous research, however, suggests that the actual consequences of reversible 

decision-making are not quite so favorable. Reversible decision-making, for instance, is 

associated with reduced choice satisfaction (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Apparently, people 

lack the insight to foresee these unwanted consequences of decision reversibility. They 

seem to rely on the assumption that reversible decision-making yields better decision 

outcomes than irreversible decision-making, whereas, in fact, the reverse seems to be 

true.  

Up until now, decision reversibility received little attention from researchers. The 

aim of this dissertation was to fill this void in the literature. Hence, in four empirical 

chapters, I presented a series of studies on the behavioral, cognitive and motivational 

consequences of reversible and irreversible decision-making. Chapters 2 and 3 (part I) 

focused on the question what happens in people’s minds after reversible versus 

irreversible decision-making, in an attempt to explain the decreased levels of 

satisfaction after reversible decision-making. Chapters 4 and 5 (part II) focused on the 

motivational consequences of decision reversibility, and explored how reversible versus 

irreversible decision-making affects unrelated behavior subsequent to making one’s 

decision. In the following section, I will discuss the main findings of this research. 

Part I: what happens in people’s minds? 

In Chapter 2, I aimed to explore the amount of decisional engagement after 

reversible versus irreversible decision-making. On the basis of the goal fulfillment 

literature, I argued that as long as the goal to make a decision has not been completely 

fulfilled (as is the case in reversible decision-making), people remain occupied with the 
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choice. Arguably, such decisional engagement is driven by the motivation to reach a 

satisfactory final decision. I suggested that as soon as a decision changes from reversible 

to irreversible, decisional engagement is immediately reduced in order to make 

cognitive resources available for other tasks. I thus hypothesized relatively stronger 

decisional engagement after reversible as opposed to irreversible decision-making. To 

test this prediction, I used a lexical decision task containing words related versus 

unrelated to the decision.  

Indeed, results showed that decision-related words remain relatively more 

accessible than decision-unrelated words after having made a reversible instead of an 

irreversible decision. Interestingly, the effects seem to especially occur on the decision-

unrelated (neutral) rather than the decision-related words. That is, for reversible 

decisions, deactivation of irrelevant constructs took place, rather than activation of 

relevant constructs. This effect is similar to what is known as goal shielding (Shah et al., 

2002). People making a reversible decision appear to shield their goal (i.e., to make a 

decision) against interference from constructs unrelated to the goal at hand. 

Furthermore, the results revealed that as soon as the period during which the decision 

could have been revised had passed (i.e., the decision had become final), the relative 

accessibility of decision-related constructs immediately decreased. Thus, upon fulfilling 

the goal to make a decision, the amount of decisional engagement reduced.  

A second experiment (Study 2.2), focused on the question whether and how 

decision reversibility impacts upon people’s cognitive capacity and (subsequently) their 

levels of regret (a concept related to choice satisfaction). On the basis of the findings 

obtained in Study 2.1, I expected that reversible decision-making has a negative impact 

upon people’s cognitive capacity. More specifically, I predicted lower working memory 

capacity after reversible instead of irreversible decision-making. The results of Study 2.2 

supported this prediction. Furthermore, the results revealed that, in line with findings 

from extant research (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002), those assigned to the reversible decision 

condition experienced more regret as opposed to their counterparts in the irreversible 

decision condition. Finally, the effect of decision reversibility on regret was carried 

indirectly through working memory capacity.  
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From these findings I concluded that the decision-related thoughts people have 

after having made a reversible decision are related to the experience of post-decisional 

regret. As a next step, I intended to gain more insight into the specific content of these 

thoughts, and, hence, examined what aspects of the decision alternatives (positive 

versus negative) were particularly accessible after having made a reversible versus 

irreversible choice. In this way, I hoped to be able to more convincingly explain 

differences in choice satisfaction and regret.  

In Chapter 3, I first replicated the research of Gilbert and Ebert (2002). In this 

study I used the difference between the attractiveness of the chosen and rejected 

alternatives (spreading of alternatives) as an indication of participants’ choice 

satisfaction (Study 3.1). In line with Gilbert and Ebert, results demonstrated that 

spreading of alternatives is smaller after reversible decision-making. Subsequently, the 

results of Study 3.2 revealed that after having made an irreversible choice, people 

relatively attend more to the positive aspects of the chosen alternative and to the 

negative aspects of the rejected alternative. This finding is in accordance with what one 

would expect on the basis of cognitive dissonance theory. In other words, irreversible 

decision-makers attend to aspects of the decision that can help to increase their 

satisfaction. After having made a reversible choice, however, individuals appear to focus 

relatively more on the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the positive 

aspects of the rejected alternative. Thus, in line with what would be expected from Study 

2.2, reversible decision-makers attend more to aspects of the decision potentially 

decreasing satisfaction. Indeed, the results of Study 3.3 subsequently revealed that these 

differences in focus, mediated the relation between decision reversibility and choice 

satisfaction (as indicated by differences in spreading of alternatives).  

Part II: the motivational consequences of decision reversibility 

The findings of Chapter 3 suggested that reversible decision-making yields 

people to especially focus on those aspects of the decision that provide information 

about the presence of a negative decisional outcome, as this type of information 

specifically indicates whether revising is necessary. Irreversible decision-making, on the 

other hand, yields individuals to focus on those aspects of the decision that provide 

information about the presence of a positive decisional outcome, as this type of 



CHAPTER 6 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 111 

information enhances their perception of having made a proper choice. Obviously, this is 

especially important for people not having the opportunity to revise their decision. 

These findings help to relate decision reversibility to regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 

1997, 1998, 2002). According to regulatory focus theory, individuals who are concerned 

with the presence or absence of a negative outcome are prevention-oriented, while 

individuals who are concerned with the presence or absence of a positive outcome are 

promotion-oriented. As such, and on the basis of the findings described in Chapter 3, I 

suggested that reversible decisions, compared to irreversible decisions, tend to enhance 

a prevention focus more than a promotion focus. The goal of Chapter 4 was to test this 

line of reasoning. Results indeed revealed that reversible decisions, compared to 

irreversible decisions, are associated relatively more with a prevention focus than a 

promotion focus14, as indicated by 1) an enhanced concern with avoidance 2) higher 

accuracy 3) stronger local processing 4) greater outcome value from a better fit with 

chronic prevention concerns, and finally 5) a relatively greater interest in prevention-

related product features. This tendency to become more prevention than promotion-

focused can be traced to the pre-decisional phase. It seems that the simple awareness 

that one has to make a reversible decision immediately leads to a tendency to be more 

cautious.  

The goal of Chapter 5 was to see whether the regulatory motivation induced by 

the reversibility of the choice also carries over to the post-decisional phase. More 

specifically, Chapter 5 was designed to examine the relation between decision 

reversibility on the one hand and creativity and analytical ability on the other. Creativity 

has been found to profit from a promotion focus while analytical ability has been found 

to benefit from a prevention focus (Friedman & Förster, 2000; 2001). As such, it was 

predicted that those having made an irreversible decision would perform better on a 

creativity task, whereas those having made a reversible choice would perform better on 

a task that assesses analytical ability. The results of Study 5.1 and 5.2 supported these 

predictions, and suggest that the motivational effects of decision reversibility also carry-

over to the post-decisional phase – the phase after the (initial) decision has been made, 

and, as such, affect performance on subsequent (unrelated) tasks. 

                                                 
14  Although I found reversible (compared to irreversible) decisions to relatively strengthen a prevention 

focus more than a promotion focus, from now on, I will refer to this difference as 'reversible decisions tend to 

strengthen a prevention focus more as compared to irreversible decisions’.  
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Altogether, this dissertation provides insight into the consequences of decision 

reversibility. While earlier research on the topic related decision reversibility to post-

choice satisfaction, the current research moved beyond that, and, in doing so, provided 

four key insights into this topic. First, the relative amount of decision-related thoughts 

people are occupied with (strength of decisional engagement) differs depending on the 

reversibility of the choice. Second, reversible and irreversible decision-makers focus 

their attention to different aspects of the decision, which, in turn, influences their choice 

satisfaction. Third, decision reversibility has an impact on regulatory motivation in the 

pre-decisional phase, and fourth, this regulatory motivation carries over to the post-

decisional phase – to tasks unrelated to the decision at hand.  

Distinguishing decision reversibility from other constructs 

In the studies reported in this dissertation, decision reversibility was always 

manipulated by giving – or not giving – participants the option to revise their 

preliminary choice at a later point in time. Participants were always aware of the 

(ir)reversibility of the decision, prior to actually making the choice. This manipulation is 

similar to that being used in previous research (see Frey, 1981; Frey, 1986; Frey, Kumpf, 

Irle, & Gniech, 1984; Frey & Rosch, 1984; Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). There is, however, 

some overlap between the manipulation used in the present dissertation and 

manipulations of task (in)completion (e.g., Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). In research on 

task (in)completion, a condition in which a task is fully completed is contrasted with a 

condition in which a task is being interrupted by another task and therefore not yet 

completed. I discussed this possibility in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, and argued that 

the manipulation of decision reversibility is in fact another way of inducing task 

(in)completion. This especially applies to the post-decisional phase. However, when 

measuring the effects in the pre-decisional phase, the comparison with (in)completion is 

less easy to make, because during the pre-decisional phase the decisional task is still 

incomplete for all individuals. In four of the studies reported in Chapter 4, the 

dependent measurements were administered before participants actually indicated their 

choice. Nonetheless, the manipulation of decision reversibility still affected a variety of 

measures, implying that, irrespective of task (in)completion, decision reversibility has a 

unique impact on a variety of related and unrelated tasks.  
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Some readers may have also noticed similarities between decision reversibility 

and decisional procrastination. The latter involves having the intention to decide, but 

then act contrary to that intention by delaying (Sabini & Silver, 1982). Hence, both 

decision reversibility and procrastination provide the decision-maker with more time to 

reach a final decision. Research on decisional procrastination has shown effects in line 

with some of the findings presented in this dissertation. Frost and Shows (1993), for 

instance, showed that decisional procrastination is associated with the motivation to 

minimize the risk of making a mistake. This motivation seems similar to Higgins’ 

prevention focus as discussed in Chapter 4. Hence, at least on a motivational level, 

reversible decision-making and choice procrastination seem to share some 

commonalities. Nevertheless, on a conceptual level, they are quite different from one 

another. Although both prolong the decision-making process, only in case of reversible 

decision-making, people already indicate a decision for one of the choice alternatives 

prior to reaching a final decision. In case of a procrastinated choice, however, the 

decision-maker waits before making a final decision, but does not initially commit 

him/herself to one of the choice alternatives. Thus, in case of a reversible decision, 

decision-makers indicate their choice twice (a preliminary and final choice). In case of a 

procrastinated decision, decision-makers primarily postpone the decision, and only 

indicate their choice once (a final choice). To illustrate, imagine a person being in a shop 

to buy one of two sweaters. With reversible decision-making, the individual would learn 

about the two-week return policy and immediately buy (and thus decide between) one 

of the sweaters. Only when this person would want to switch sweaters, he/she would 

return to the shop within two weeks and change the initially chosen sweater for the 

other one. With decisional procrastination, however, the person would probably go 

home – not yet decide – and maybe return to the shop later to finally buy one of the 

sweaters. Thus, in contrast to the reversible decision-maker, the procrastinated 

decision-maker does not already commit him/herself to one of the choice alternatives 

prior to making a final decision.  

Revise or recommit? 

The fact that reversible decision-makers show themselves committed to the 

preliminary chosen option is illustrated by all research on the topic of decision 

reversibility showing that people hardly ever choose to revise their initial choice. In 
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Chapter 2 and 3 I argued that the endowment effect may underlie this tendency of 

individuals to stick to the preliminary chosen object. The endowment effect refers to the 

phenomenon whereby individuals value an object more because they possess it 

(Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990; Thaler, 1980). As such, reversible decision-makers 

may especially be reluctant to revise, because they already experience a sense of 

ownership.  

Although the endowment effect may indeed be a valid explanation, on the basis of 

previous research and findings from the present dissertation, one may also suggest that 

people’s general reluctance to revise is (at least in part) due to the prevention focus that 

is enhanced by reversible decision-making. As shown in Chapter 4 of this dissertation, 

reversible decisions tend to strengthen a prevention focus more than a promotion focus. 

This is not the case for irreversible decisions. Liberman, Idson, Camacho, and Higgins 

(1999) argued that an approach or risk seeking strategy (i.e., a promotion focus) would 

lead to more openness to change, whereas an avoidance or conservative strategy (i.e., a 

prevention focus) would lead to less openness to change. In line with this proposition, 

they found that reluctance to exchange previously possessed objects was stronger for 

people in a prevention focus than for people in a promotion focus. As such, it could be 

argued that the reversibility of the decision may decrease people’s willingness to 

change, because of the prevention focus it triggers. This explanation points toward an 

interesting paradox where people’s motivation to embrace the opportunity to 

continuously re-evaluate, and potentially change, one’s preferences, in fact leads them to 

become more reluctant towards such change.  

When revising is still an option 

The period during which individuals are able to change their minds about the 

preliminary choice is often quite considerable. For instance, when referring to the 

personal example I gave in the introduction of this dissertation, the period during which 

I could change the chosen pair of boots for another pair lasted for a week. Many 

consumer products other than skiing boots can be returned even for weeks after 

purchase, and in hiring personnel, probationary periods are often as long as a year. In 

the research described in this dissertation, however, the period in which participants 

could revise their choice never exceeded forty minutes. This situation differs 
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significantly from many choice situations in real life, and, as such, certain effects might 

have been different when being measured a few days (or even weeks) after the 

(ir)reversible choice.  

The degree to which decision reversibility will yield similar effects after an 

extended period of time may well depend on whether the dependent measure is related 

or unrelated to the decisional task. More specifically, one could argue that similar effects 

will be obtained when the dependent measure is inherently related to the choice, 

because a related task will likely remind the individual about the reversibility of the past 

decision. A task measuring choice satisfaction is a good example of such a decision-

related task. Asking how satisfied one is with the chosen alternative even a few weeks 

after the decision has been made, most likely reminds the individual about the 

reversibility of the respective choice. Accordingly, the reversibility will likely still have 

an impact on the decision maker’s choice satisfaction. Research by Gilbert and Ebert 

(2002) indeed demonstrated spreading effects similar to those found in Chapter 3, as 

long as eleven days after the (ir)reversible decision was made.  

Contrary to choice related tasks, choice unrelated tasks (e.g., creativity tasks) will 

less automatically remind us about the past decision, let alone about its reversibility. For 

these tasks, it may be necessary that the task is carried out not too long after the 

reversible choice has been made, or that other (situational) factors are present to 

remind the individual about the reversibility of the decision. Imagine, for example, a 

situation in which an employer provides a one-year temporary contract to a new 

employee (a reversible choice). It is possible that every time the two work together 

during that year, the employer is reminded about the reversibility of the past decision, 

and the need to make a final decision at some point in the future. Accordingly, as long as 

the chosen alternative (in this case the chosen employee) reminds the decision-maker 

about the reversibility of the past decision, it could be the case that also an unrelated 

task is affected even some time after the preliminary decision has been made. Given the 

findings reported in Chapter 5 of this dissertation, this could be beneficial in the context 

of a consultancy office where analytical skills are required, but less of a good thing in a 

design office where individuals need to be creative. 
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Possibly, decision reversibility will also affect unrelated tasks later in time as 

soon as the decision-maker moves closer to the final decision deadline. Imagine the 

same employer as described in the example above. After almost a year, he/she has to 

decide whether or not to extend the temporary contract. Likely, the closer the employer 

gets to the decision deadline, the more the reversibility of the past decision becomes 

salient, and, hence, the stronger the effects of decision reversibility will be. It would be 

interesting to explore under what conditions the effects reported in the current 

dissertation will be stronger or weaker after an extended period of time.    

Freedom of choice 

We live in a society in which freedom has fundamental value. Freedom in its 

broadest sense is the state of not being constrained by things or others around us 

(Schwartz, 2000). Freedom often refers to political and economic freedom, both of 

which essentially are the freedom to choose. Having choice is essential to autonomy and 

control and is therefore a core value in today’s society. Freedom of choice entails the 

freedom to make our own decisions. Implicit in this high valuation of freedom to choose 

is that people know what makes them happy, and hence that they enjoy life more if they 

can pursue their own preferences. Freedom of choice is assumed to be greater with 

reversible decisions. Naturally, having the option to revise enhances the chance of 

ending up with the best decision outcome.  

The favorable attitudes people hold towards reversible decisions, might reflect a 

socially shared subjective theory on decision-making, and may, therefore, be deeply 

rooted and likely difficult to change. Yet, there might be ways to gain something positive 

from the preference for reversible decision-making. For instance, as being discussed in 

Chapter 4, according to the value-from-fit hypothesis (Higgins; 2000, 2002), people 

derive value not only from the decision outcome, but also from the process by which the 

decision was made. Indeed, the results of Study 4.4 reported in this dissertation showed 

that people with a chronic prevention focus, compared to people with a chronic 

promotion focus, were more satisfied with their decision when this decision was 

reversible. Apparently, people who have safety or security concerns (i.e., a prevention 

focus) are better prepared for the processes activated by decision reversibility, and 

hence these types of individuals are not as negatively affected by reversible decision-
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making. This finding provides a boundary condition for some of the effects reversible 

decisions tend to produce. Future research may want to explore other possible 

boundary conditions in order to provide insight into the circumstances under which 

people can hold on to their wish for freedom of choice. 

Concluding thoughts 

 I started the introduction of this dissertation with a personal example. In this 

example, I referred to a skiing holiday for which I had bought ski’s back in the 

Netherlands (an irreversible choice) and for which I had bought boots at the holiday 

destination that I could try, and, if desired, return to the shop (a reversible choice). I 

described the happiness that I felt with my skis, but also my lack of enthusiasm about 

the chosen boots when driving back home. The findings of the present dissertation 

indicate that this lack of enthusiasm was likely due to me being focused especially on the 

negative aspects of the boots. Furthermore, they explain my unusual slow descents 

during the holidays: the reversible decision to buy the boots made me relatively 

prevention focused, and therefore more vigilant and careful. The research described in 

the current dissertation aimed to shed light onto the consequences of decision 

reversibility. I hope it also inspires subsequent research onto how this prevalent type of 

decision affects our lives, on and off the ski slopes.
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Many of the decisions we make during our lives are irreversible. From everyday choices 

such as deciding whether or not to put sugar in our coffee to more consequential 

dilemmas such as deciding whether or not to abort one’s unborn child. Other decisions 

leave more room for second-guessing our initial preferences. These reversible decisions 

provide us with the opportunity to change our minds at a later point in time. People 

generally prefer reversible to irreversible decisions (see Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). We, for 

instance, tend to provide temporary (rather than permanent) contracts to new 

employees, live together with our romantic partners for a while before getting married, 

and buy products at full price that we can return to the store rather than products that 

are on sale but cannot be returned.  

 While individuals seem to initially prefer reversible decisions over irreversible 

ones, previous research shows that the opportunity to revise actually leads to lower 

levels of post-choice satisfaction. This is especially interesting in light of the fact that 

people often do not revise their initial choice. Hence, we do not seem very good at 

predicting our reactions subsequent to reversible decisions. Up until now, very few 

studies investigated the consequences of reversible versus irreversible decision-making, 

and many questions concerning the topic are yet unanswered. It is, for instance, unclear 

why people are less satisfied with reversible decisions. This dissertation aimed to fill this 

void in the literature by investigating more extensively the cognitive (Chapters 2 and 3), 

motivational (Chapter 4) and behavioral (Chapter 5) processes that are affected by the 

reversibility versus irreversibility of decisions. 

In Chapter 2 and 3 I tried to gain more insight into the cognitive processes 

underlying decision reversibility. In the first part of Chapter 2, I examined the relation 

between decision reversibility and strength of decisional engagement. I expected and 

found that individuals cognitively remain relatively more occupied with reversible 

rather than irreversible decisions, at least as long as they can change their minds. In the 

second part of Chapter 2, I investigated whether reversible decision-making (possibly 

due to stronger decisional engagement) impacts upon people’s working memory 

capacity, and (subsequently) their levels of regret (a concept related to choice 

satisfaction). As predicted, results revealed lower working memory capacity after 

reversible compared to irreversible decision-making. Furthermore, in line with findings 

from previous research (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002), the findings showed that those assigned 
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to the reversible decision condition experienced more regret as opposed to their 

counterparts in the irreversible decision condition. Finally, this effect of decision 

reversibility on regret was carried indirectly through working memory capacity. In 

other words, the reversibility of a decision (reversible versus irreversible) impacts upon 

one’s working memory capacity, which, in turn, has an influence on the level of 

decisional regret. From these findings, I concluded that the decision-related thoughts 

people are occupied with after having made a reversible decision are related to the 

experience of post-decisional regret. 

In Chapter 3, I examined the underlying processes driving the counterintuitive 

relation between decision reversibility and choice satisfaction. More specifically, I aimed 

to establish what aspects of the decision people focus on after having made a reversible 

or irreversible choice, and to see whether these possible differences in focus are related 

to post-choice satisfaction. Results revealed that irreversible decision-making directs 

one’s focus to those aspects of the decision that potentially increase choice satisfaction 

(i.e., to the positive aspects of the chosen alternative and to the negative aspects of the 

rejected alternative), whereas reversible decision-making directs one’s focus to those 

aspects of the decision that potentially decrease choice satisfaction (i.e., to the negative 

aspects of the chosen and to the positive aspects of the rejected alternatives). 

Subsequent results revealed that these differences in focus mediated the relation 

between decision reversibility and choice satisfaction. In other words, the reversibility 

of a decision impacts upon one’s focus on the attractive or non-attractive aspects of the 

decisional alternatives, which, in turn, determines whether or not one is satisfied with 

the chosen alternative. 

In Chapter 4, I investigated the motivational effects of decision reversibility. More 

specifically, I studied how reversible and irreversible decision-making affects regulatory 

motivation. Regulatory motivation (Higgins, 2002) refers to a motivational orientation 

in which a person can focus more on ideals and the presence or absence of a positive 

outcome (promotion motivation) or on obligations and the presence or absence of a 

negative outcome (prevention motivation). On the basis of my findings in Chapter 3, I 

expected and found individuals who were about to make a reversible decision to become 

relatively more prevention than promotion motivated as compared to individuals who 

were about to make an irreversible choice. Apparently, the mere awareness that one has 
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to make a reversible decision immediately leads to a tendency to be more cautious, even 

before engaging in the decision-making process itself.  

Chapter 5 followed up on these findings by showing that the motivational effects 

of decision reversibility also carry-over to the post-decisional phase, and influence the 

decision-maker’s performance on a subsequent, unrelated task. Specifically, on the basis 

of previous research (see for instance, Förster and Denzler, 2012; Friedman and Förster, 

2001), I found reversible decision-making to facilitate analytical ability, but impair 

creative performance. For irreversible decision-making, I found the reverse to be true.  

Altogether, while earlier research specifically related decision reversibility to 

post-choice satisfaction, the current research moved beyond that, and, in doing so, 

provided four key insights into this topic. First, the relative amount of decision-related 

thoughts people are occupied with (strength of decisional engagement) differs 

depending on the reversibility of the choice: people remain relatively more occupied 

with reversible decisions. Second, reversible and irreversible decision-makers focus 

their attention to different aspects of the decision, which, in turn, influences their post-

choice satisfaction: reversible decision-makers focus their attention on the non-

attractive aspects of the decision which makes them less satisfied. Third, decision 

reversibility has an impact on regulatory motivation in the pre-decisional phase: the 

anticipation of a reversible decision makes one relatively more prevention oriented and 

thereby more careful. Finally, this regulatory motivation carries over to the post-

decisional phase – to tasks unrelated to the decision at hand: reversible decision-making 

positively influences one’s analytical ability, but negatively influences one’s creativity. 

This dissertation, thus, has aimed to shed more light onto the important cognitive, 

motivational and behavioral consequences of an increasingly prevalent kind of decision-

making.  
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Veel beslissingen die we nemen zijn definitief en onomkeerbaar; er is geen weg terug. 

Dit kunnen alledaagse beslissingen zijn zoals het wel of niet laten snijden van het brood 

bij de bakker, of juist belangrijke beslissingen zoals het wel of niet ondertekenen van het 

koopcontract van een huis of het ondergaan van een risicovolle medische ingreep. Er 

zijn echter ook beslissingen waarbij we de ruimte hebben om eerder gemaakte keuzes te 

heroverwegen. Deze ‘voorlopige’ beslissingen bieden ons de mogelijkheid op een later 

tijdstip nog van gedachten te veranderen. Uit eerder onderzoek blijkt dat mensen over 

het algemeen de voorkeur geven aan voorlopige in plaats van definitieve beslissingen 

(Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Zo bieden we bijvoorbeeld nieuwe werknemers vaak een 

tijdelijk in plaats van een vast contract aan, wonen we eerst een tijd met onze partner 

samen voordat we gaan trouwen en kopen we liever dure producten die geruild kunnen 

worden dan goedkopere producten waar we aan vast zitten.  

Ondanks de voorkeur van mensen voor voorlopige beslissingen is uit eerder 

onderzoek gebleken dat het nemen van een voorlopige beslissing helemaal niet zo 

voordelig is als men vaak denkt. Een voorlopige keuze leidt bijvoorbeeld tot minder 

tevredenheid met het gekozen alternatief dan een keuze die niet meer teruggedraaid 

kan worden (Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). Dit is met name bijzonder in het licht van het feit 

dat mensen bijna nooit op hun eerder gemaakte keuze terugkomen. Dus alleen al het feit 

dat mensen weten dat ze hadden kunnen ruilen heeft al invloed op hun tevredenheid. Al 

met al lijken onze ideeën over de consequenties van voorlopige en definitieve keuzes 

dus niet helemaal accuraat te zijn. Toch is er weinig bekend over de effecten van beide 

typen beslissingen. Zo is het bijvoorbeeld onduidelijk waarom we minder tevreden zijn 

na het nemen van een voorlopige beslissing. Dit proefschrift probeert die leemte in 

kennis aan te vullen door na te gaan welke cognitieve (hoofdstuk 2 en 3), motivationele 

(hoofdstuk 4) en gedragsmatige (hoofdstuk 5) processen een rol spelen bij voorlopige 

en definitieve beslissingen.  

In hoofdstuk 2 en 3 heb ik geprobeerd om meer inzicht te krijgen in de cognitieve 

processen die een rol spelen bij de omkeerbaarheid van beslissingen. In het eerste deel 

van hoofdstuk 2 heb ik de relatie onderzocht tussen het type beslissing (voorlopig of 

definitief) en de mate waarin mensen na het genomen besluit nog met de beslissing 

bezig blijven. Het bleek allereerst dat zolang mensen nog van gedachten kunnen 

veranderen, ze relatief meer bezig blijven met hun beslissing dan wanneer de beslissing 
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definitief is. Dit kwam ook tot uiting in het tweede deel van hoofdstuk 2 waarin ik liet 

zien dat mensen die een voorlopige beslissing hadden genomen minder ruimte in het 

werkgeheugen beschikbaar hadden dan mensen die een definitieve beslissing hadden 

genomen. Tevens lieten de resultaten zien dat degenen die een voorlopige keuze hadden 

gemaakt meer spijt hadden van hun beslissing dan degenen die een definitieve keuze 

hadden gemaakt. Die gevoelens van spijt bleken ten slotte vooral het resultaat te zijn van 

de mate waarin mensen nog met de beslissing bezig waren. Met andere woorden, het 

type beslissing (een voorlopige of definitieve beslissing) heeft invloed op de mate 

waarin iemand met de beslissing bezig blijft en dit heeft vervolgens weer invloed op de 

mate van spijt over de genomen beslissing.  

In hoofdstuk 3 heb ik me gericht op de vraag waar mensen precies aan denken na 

het maken van een voorlopige dan wel definitieve keuze. Deze specifieke gedachten 

leiden er mogelijk toe dat iemand tevreden is met of juist spijt heeft van de genomen 

beslissing. Ik vond dat na het nemen van een definitieve beslissing, mensen meer denken 

aan de positieve aspecten van het gekozen alternatief terwijl ze daarnaast meer denken 

aan de negatieve aspecten van het afgewezen alternatief. Na het nemen van een 

voorlopige beslissing is dit precies andersom. Mensen denken dan juist eerder aan de 

negatieve aspecten van het gekozen alternatief en aan de positieve aspecten van het 

afgewezen alternatief. Ter illustratie, stel je voor dat iemand en keuze moet maken 

tussen een groene en een blauwe trui. Na lang wikken en wegen besluit hij/zij de groene 

trui te kopen. Uit mijn onderzoek blijkt dat wanneer de groene trui niet meer geruild kan 

worden (de keuze is dus definitief) de persoon vooral blijft denken aan de positieve 

kenmerken van de gekozen groene trui (de groene trui heeft een mooie pasvorm) en aan 

de negatieve kenmerken van de niet-gekozen blauwe trui (de blauwe trui kriebelt). 

Echter, wanneer de groene trui nog geruild kan worden (de keuze is dus voorlopig) dan 

blijft deze persoon vooral denken aan de positieve kenmerken van de niet- gekozen 

blauw trui (de blauwe trui kleurt zo mooi bij de ogen) en aan de negatieve kenmerken 

van de gekozen groene trui (de groene trui moet met de hand gewassen worden). Bij een 

definitieve beslissing benadrukken we dus de aantrekkelijke kanten van onze keuze en 

de onaantrekkelijke kanten van het niet-gekozen alternatief. Bij een voorlopige 

beslissing benadrukken we vooral de onaantrekkelijke kanten van onze keuze en 

bedenken we wat aantrekkelijk was aan het niet-gekozen alternatief. Ik kon ook 
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aantonen dat voorlopige beslissingen hierdoor tot minder tevredenheid met de 

gemaakte keuze leiden dan definitieve beslissingen. Met andere woorden, het type 

beslissing (een voorlopige of definitieve beslissing) heeft invloed op onze aandacht voor 

de aantrekkelijke en onaantrekkelijke aspecten van onze beslissing en dat bepaalt of we 

achteraf tevreden zijn. 

In hoofdstuk 4 onderzocht ik de motivationele effecten van voorlopige en 

definitieve beslissingen. In het bijzonder bekeek ik hoe voorlopige en definitieve 

beslissingen de zogenoemde regulatiemotivatie van mensen beïnvloeden. De term 

regulatiemotivatie (Higgins, 2002) verwijst naar een motivationele oriëntatie waarbij 

iemand zich meer kan richten op idealen en op de aan- of afwezigheid van positieve 

uitkomsten (promotiemotivatie) of juist meer op verplichtingen en de aan- of 

afwezigheid van negatieve uitkomsten (preventiemotivatie). In aansluiting op de 

bevindingen in hoofdstuk 3, lieten de resultaten zien dat personen die een voorlopige 

beslissing voorgelegd hadden gekregen relatief meer preventie- dan 

promotiegemotiveerd waren dan degenen die een definitieve beslissing voorgelegd 

hadden gekregen. Doordat er een voorlopige keuze moet worden gemaakt wordt men 

dus relatief meer preventiegemotiveerd en daarmee voorzichtiger. Dit gebeurt minder 

als er een definitief besluit moet worden genomen. 

Hoofdstuk 5 bouwde voort op deze bevindingen en toonde aan dat deze 

motivationele effecten ook van toepassing zijn op de fase nadat de beslissing is gemaakt. 

Hierbij maakten we gebruik van eerdere bevindingen die lieten zien dat wanneer 

mensen in een preventiemotivatie zijn ze meer analytisch te werk gaan. In een 

promotiemotivatie zijn ze vaak juist wat creatiever. De resultaten van hoofdstuk 5 lieten 

zien dat de deelnemers aan het onderzoek beter scoorden op een analytische taak (die 

dus gerelateerd is aan een sterkere preventiemotivatie) na het maken van een 

voorlopige keuze en beter scoorden op een creativiteitstaak (die dus gerelateerd is aan 

een sterkere promotiemotivatie) na het maken van een definitieve keuze.  

Met dit proefschrift heb ik dus enkele belangrijke inzichten kunnen toevoegen 

aan eerder onderzoek dat zich grotendeels heeft beperkt tot de keuzetevredenheid van 

mensen nadat ze een voorlopige of definitieve beslissing hadden genomen. Ten eerste 

blijkt dat de mate waarin mensen met de beslissing bezig blijven af te hangen van de 
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omkeerbaarheid van de beslissing: voorlopige beslissingen blijven langer doorwerken. 

Ten tweede blijkt dat voorlopige en definitieve beslissers zich op verschillende aspecten 

van de beslissing richten en dat deze verschillen van invloed zijn op de 

keuzetevredenheid: voorlopige beslissers leggen ongunstige accenten en dat maakt hun 

minder tevreden. Ten derde blijkt dat het type beslissing (voorlopig of definitief) dat 

moet worden genomen van invloed is op iemands regulatiemotivatie: voorlopige 

beslissingen maken mensen meer preventie georiënteerd en daarmee voorzichtig. Ten 

slotte blijkt deze regulatiemotivatie door te werken op de fase nadat de beslissing is 

genomen: voorlopige beslissingen lijken iemands analytisch vermogen positief, maar 

iemands creativiteit negatief te beïnvloeden.  

Al met al toont dit proefschrift dus aan dat de voorkeur van mensen voor 

voorlopige beslissingen in de meeste gevallen niet het gewenste resultaat oplevert. We 

doen er in veel gevallen juist het beste aan de knoop door te hakken en aldus te zorgen 

dat gedane zaken geen keer meer kunnen krijgen. Door de schepen achter ons te 

verbranden zorgen we er immers voor dat we niet op de beslissing terug blijven kijken. 
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Laatst bedacht ik me dat ik best nóg een keer een proefschrift zou willen schrijven. Ik 

heb de afgelopen jaren namelijk ervaren als een periode waarin ik veel ruimte kreeg 

voor mijn liefde voor schrijven, puzzelen, analyseren, sparren en creëren. Natuurlijk 

waren er ook aspecten die ik minder plezierig vond, zoals het wekenlang toeven in een 

kelder zonder ramen om data te verzamelen, de kritische feedback van reviewers en de 

lange tijd die het kost om een artikel gepubliceerd te krijgen. Toch heb ik mijn 

promotietraject vooral als leuk en uitdagend beleefd, mede dankzij een aantal personen 

die ik hieronder graag wil bedanken. 

Uiteraard Jens. Dank voor je onuitputtelijke kennis, je kritische houding, je 

creativiteit, en je vertrouwen in mij om het project op mijn eigen manier vorm te geven. 

De vrijheid die je me daarin hebt gegeven, heeft ervoor gezorgd dat ik bijna iedere dag 

met plezier aan de slag ging. Joop, toen ik je nodig had, was je er direct. Veel dank 

daarvoor. Je bent voornamelijk het laatste half jaar betrokken geweest bij mijn project 

en je bijdrage was bijzonder waardevol en welkom. Fijn dat jouw naam ook op één van 

mijn artikelen gedrukt staat. En dan natuurlijk Frenk, degene met wie ik het meeste heb 

samengewerkt en door wie mijn jaren aan de UvA zoveel rijker zijn geworden. Jij bent er 

altijd voor me geweest en hebt me onvoorwaardelijk door de moeilijke momenten heen 

gesleept. Ik denk dat er niemand is met wie ik tegelijkertijd zoveel zinnige als 

“onzinnige” gesprekken heb gevoerd als met jou. Van urenlange inhoudelijke 

gesprekken tot urenlange gesprekken over o.a. sjips, m&m's, flow, olifanten, regenbogen 

en apies. En niet te vergeten ook de talloze gesprekken waarin nagenoeg alle 

onomatopeeën de revue zijn gepasseerd. Eén onomatopee hebben we echter nog nooit 

beschreven en dat is die van de twee glazen champagne (of nee, doe maar prosecco!) die 

tegen elkaar klinken bij het proosten op het succes van onze samenwerking: 

Klinggggggggggggg!  

I would also like to thank you, Tory (and of course all the members of the Higgins' 

lab), for making me feel at home at Columbia University during my almost four months 

stay. Thanks for the inspiring talks we had during my visit, but also for your contribution 

to one of the articles in this dissertation. I am grateful that you made it possible for me to 

come to New York and to get to know this wonderful city. Furthermore, I would like to 

thank Ute Klehe and all the people in your lab. Thanks for offering me a desk at the 
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Justus-Liebig-Universität Giessen. You made me feel truly welcome. I wish I could have 

stayed longer than just one month.  

 Ook wil ik natuurlijk mijn collega's van de afdeling bedanken, met een paar 

collega's in het bijzonder. Allereerst Elise, mijn paranimf! Ik voel me ontzettend fijn bij 

jou. Ik vind het altijd heerlijk om met je te praten en te luisteren naar je wijze, 

innemende woorden. Dank voor al je steun. Ik ben blij dat jij naast me staat tijdens mijn 

verdediging. En ik bof! Want door jou heb ik nu eigenlijk drie in plaats van twee 

paranimfen! En dan natuurlijk mijn kamergenoten met wie ik veel tijd heb doorgebracht 

in de afgelopen jaren. Mijn eerste roomies, Iris (“”) en Koen (Koen met een K), ik vond 

het heerlijk met jullie op de kamer. Met inachtneming van jouw hoogstwaarschijnlijke 

ongenoegen Koen, koester ik vooral de momenten waarop we het kamer lied goed tot 

zijn recht lieten komen. Iris, je bent een uitstekende gitarist en saxofonist. Ik vind zelf 

wel dat ik het aardig doe op de drum en de triangel. Misschien moeten we tóch een keer 

overwegen om een band te beginnen! Ook was het fijn met mijn meer recente 

kamergenoten, Coen (Soen of Coen met een C), Daniel en Hannah. Ik was er niet vaak 

meer de afgelopen tijd, maar ik ben blij dat jullie me toch iedere keer weer uitnodigden 

bij de kameruitjes (lees: het wandelingetje naar de koffie automaat). Dank!  

De mensen van het Uncertainty Lab en het Social Cognition (SoCo) lab mogen 

natuurlijk ook niet in dit rijtje ontbreken. Joop, Frenk, Bastiaan, Iris, Daniel, Hannah, 

Michiel, Jens, Markus, Laura, Janina en Marleen, fijn om af en toe met jullie te kunnen 

sparren (of lachen) over ingewikkelde kwesties en om kennis met elkaar te delen. Dat 

maakt het werk dat we doen toch een klein beetje minder eenzaam. Ook wil ik graag 

Barbera, Ran en Sanne bedanken voor de gezellige kletspraatjes en de vrijheid die jullie 

me gaven om te pas en te onpas dropjes/snoepjes weg te graaien. En tot slot Karin en 

Ho-Jung, dank voor jullie hulp en betrokkenheid. Karin, als ik binnenkwam zei jij vaak: 

“Dag Lotje”. Dat maakte dat ik me thuis voelde, omdat alleen mijn meest intieme 

omgeving mij Lotje noemt.  

Ik heb ook een aantal lieve vriendinnen die er altijd voor me zijn en die 

geïnteresseerd zijn gebleven in het project waar ik jarenlang mee bezig ben geweest. 

Carlijn, Caroline, Dorrit, Isabel, Jacomijn, Lieke, Lotje, Lynn, Nicolien, Ypke en natuurlijk 

de Leiden-meisjes; dank voor jullie liefde, steun, aandacht en humor. Altijd. Bram en 
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Nienke, wat hebben jullie me geweldig geholpen bij het ontwerp van de omslag van dit 

proefschrift. Het is precies geworden zoals ik wilde, dankzij jullie.   

Marijn, jij hebt een hele bijzondere plek in mijn hart en ik ben dankbaar voor je 

warmte, zorgzaamheid, liefde en geduld gedurende de afgelopen jaren. Je bent een 

geweldig iemand op wie ik erg trots ben. Er zijn zoals altijd duizend dingen die ik tegen 

jou wil zeggen, maar jij en ik weten dat een 'punt' voldoende is: (.).  

 En dan, tot slot, natuurlijk mijn familie. Lieve papa, mama, Joost en Jessie, door 

jullie heb ik geleerd te luisteren, te observeren, door te zetten, eigenwijs te blijven en 

altijd moed te houden. Ik ben stapel dol op jullie allemaal. Knots knettergek als gezin, 

maar o zo onvoorwaardelijk, gezellig, humoristisch en liefdevol. Papa, jij weet als geen 

ander hoe ik in elkaar zit en wat ik nodig heb. Ik vind het altijd fijn om met je te praten, 

omdat je eerlijk en direct bent, me uitdaagt en omdat je me goed aanvoelt. Mama, jouw 

betrokkenheid bij mij lijkt oneindig te zijn. Bij jou wil ik altijd schuilen. Ik denk dat er 

weinig dochters zijn die het zo gezellig vinden dat hun moeder in hetzelfde gebouw 

werkt als ik. Ik zal de momenten in de lift gaan missen waarin we stiekem in elkaars 

hand knepen als teken van verbondenheid. Mijn grote broer Joost, ik bewonder je 

eeuwige optimisme, doorzettingskracht, je blijheid, humor en hulpvaardigheid. Jouw 

aanwezigheid helpt mij de dingen te relativeren en in een ander licht te zien. En dan als 

allerlaatste mijn zus (‘mij sus’) Jessie. Al eenendertig jaar mijn grote voorbeeld. Ik vind 

het heerlijk dat jij, Edwin en mijn allerliefste Simon en Fenne zo dicht in de buurt wonen. 

Fijn dat jullie er altijd voor mij zijn. Met jou wil ik alles delen en zeker nu ook weer. Ik 

was jouw paranimf, nu ben jij gelukkig de mijne. 
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