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The persuasiveness of an advertising message is often a joint 
function of the audience members’ processing of the ad and 
their cognitive activities prior to ad exposure. Previous research 
has shown that the cognitive activities consumers engage in 
prior to ad exposure, by way of making certain knowledge or 
concepts more salient (i.e., the cognitive priming process), 
can have a significant impact on advertising persuasiveness (Yi 
1993; see also Higgins and King 1981; Wyer and Srull 1981). 
For example, Yi (1990) found that a car advertisement high-
lighting the product’s large size led to more favorable attitude 
toward the brand and purchase intention after the audience 
had processed a magazine article on travel safety (i.e., a posi-
tive implication of a car’s large size) versus an article on fuel 
economy (i.e., a negative implication of a car’s large size).

This research investigates the influence of a specific type 
of cognitive activity, counterfactual thinking, on consumer 
responses to subsequently encountered advertising messages. 
Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman (2002) define counterfactual 
thinking as the process of mentally undoing the outcome of 
an event by imagining alternate antecedent states (e.g., “how 
things could have been if only . . .”). Instead of focusing on 
the cognitive priming process, this research highlights the 
motivational priming process through which counterfactual 
thinking exerts an impact on advertising persuasiveness. It is 
argued here that engaging in counterfactual thinking will tem-
porarily activate personally relevant goals, and that ad appeals 
consistent with the activated goals will be more persuasive 
than those that are inconsistent with the goals.

Counterfactual thinking is a ubiquitous, pervasive mode of 
thought, particularly following negative events (Tal-Or et al. 

2004, p. 303; see also Roese 1997; Sanna and Turley 1996). 
With a few exceptions (e.g., Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 
2002), the impact of counterfactual thinking on advertis-
ing effectiveness has received scant research attention. More 
important, the possibility that counterfactual thinking may 
influence advertising persuasiveness through a motivational 
priming process has rarely been explored. This research thus 
broadens our understanding of what cognitive activities con-
sumers engage in prior to ad exposure may influence advertis-
ing persuasiveness and how such effects take place.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Counterfactual Thinking

Antecedents of Counterfactual Thinking

Counterfactual thinking is often induced by real-life frustrat-
ing situations. For example, you may feel very frustrated when 
finding out that your newly purchased laptop has an unstable 
display. You will probably rush back to the retail store, all 
the while thinking about how things could have turned out 
differently had you bought the laptop from a different, more 
reputable store. On the other hand, counterfactual thinking 
may also be induced by real or fictitious mediated stories. For 
instance, a news report on how a fatal car accident has occurred 
because the driver talked casually on his cell phone while 
driving may lead the audience to think how things would 
have been much better if only the driver hadn’t talked on the 
phone. Or imagine that your favorite character in a television 
sitcom is in serious trouble because he trusted the words of a 
hypocritical friend. Knowing that the story is not true, you 
may nonetheless think how things could have turned out dif-
ferently had your favorite character been smart enough not to 
trust the vicious friend. In a recent investigation, Tal-Or et 
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al. (2004) demonstrate that people do generate spontaneous 
counterfactual thinking in response to mediated messages, 
such as short films.

Typologies of Counterfactual Thinking

Research has suggested that counterfactual thinking can be 
categorized based on either its structure or direction. Along 
the dimension of structure, counterfactual thinking can be 
differentiated as to whether it focuses on the addition or sub-
traction of an antecedent. Additive counterfactual thinking 
adds antecedents to reconstruct reality (e.g., “If I had bought 
a quality laptop, I would now be enjoying excellent customer 
service!”), whereas subtractive counterfactual thinking removes 
antecedents to reconstruct reality (e.g., “If I had not bought 
this private-label laptop, I would not have to endure the bad 
customer service now!”) (Roese 1994; Roese and Olson 1993a). 
Along the dimension of direction, there is either upward or 
downward counterfactual thinking. Upward counterfactual 
thinking describes alternatives that are better than what actu-
ally happened (e.g., “If I had bought a quality laptop, I would 
not be having all these mechanical problems now!”), whereas 
downward counterfactual thinking describes alternatives that 
are worse than reality (e.g., “If I had not bought a quality 
laptop like this, I would be having all kinds of mechanical 
problems now!”) (Roese 1994).

The current research proposes a third dimension along which 
counterfactual thinking can be categorized. It distinguishes 
between two types of counterfactual thinking based on valence: 
positive versus negative counterfactual thinking. Positive 
counterfactual thinking undoes previous absence of positive 
outcomes (e.g., “If I had bought a quality laptop, I would have 
gotten the Bluetooth feature that I really wanted!”), whereas 
negative counterfactual thinking undoes previous presence of 
negative outcomes (e.g., “If I had bought a quality laptop, I 
would not have to hear all the noise coming out of this one!”). 
Engaging in positive versus negative counterfactual thinking, 
as will be argued later, can have differential psychological 
consequences. See Table 1 for a summary of the different types 
of counterfactual thinking along the dimensions of structure, 
direction, and valence.

Psychological Consequences of Counterfactual Thinking

The psychological consequences of engaging in counterfactual 
thinking have been of great interest to researchers. Previous 
studies have shown that counterfactual thinking can influence 
judgments, such as causal ascriptions (Wells and Gavanski 
1989), self-inferences (Roese and Olson 1993b), sympathy, 
and victim compensation (Miller and McFarland 1986), as 
well as affective reactions, such as regret (Landman 1987) 
and happiness (Johnson 1986). What has received much less 

attention, however, is the potential impact of counterfactual 
thinking on people’s motivations or goals.

Markman and Brendl (2000, p. 98) state that motivations or 
goals are “representational structures that guide the system in 
its pursuit of a reference or end state.” The recently developed 
regulatory focus theory (Higgins 1997, 2002) suggests that 
individuals have a self-regulatory system that regulates behav-
iors toward personally relevant goals. The theory distinguishes 
between two basic types of self-regulatory goals: promotional 
goals and preventional goals. The desired end-state associated 
with promotional goals is the presence of positive outcomes, 
such as gains, accomplishments, and advancement. In com-
parison, the desired end-state associated with preventional 
goals is the absence of negative outcomes, such as losses, mis-
takes, and punishment. Although an individual can hold both 
promotional and preventional goals, one type of goal may be 
more salient or accessible than the other. Individuals whose 
promotional goals are more salient are sensitive to the presence 
or absence of positive outcomes; those whose preventional goals 
are more accessible are attentive to the presence or absence of 
negative outcomes.

Could counterfactual thinking influence the accessibility of 
self-regulatory goals? According to Roese, Hur, and Penning-
ton (1999), counterfactuals are often goal related, specifying a 
link between a controllable antecedent and a desired end-state. 
This idea indicates that engaging in counterfactual thinking 
may activate certain motivations or goals. In support of this 
idea, Roese (1994) found that engaging in upward counter-
factual thinking (i.e., imagining outcomes that are better than 
what happened) versus downward counterfactual thinking 
(i.e., imagining outcomes that are worse than what happened) 
increased undergraduate students’ intentions to perform be-
haviors (e.g., attend every lecture) that could lead to academic 
success. This finding indicates that upward counterfactual 
thinking activates the motivational state oriented toward suc-
cesses to a greater extent than does downward counterfactual 
thinking. Providing more direct evidence, Roese, Hur, and 
Pennington (1999) showed that engaging in subtractive coun-
terfactual thinking (i.e., subtracting antecedents to reconstruct 
reality) led to greater perceived importance of preventional life 
goals (e.g., not making enemies) than promotional ones (e.g., 
making new friends).

In light of the above theoretical posits and empirical evi-
dence, it is therefore argued here that positive counterfactual 
thinking, with its focus on undoing the previous absence of 
positive outcomes, will make promotional goals more accessible 
than preventional goals. In contrast, negative counterfactual 
thinking, with its focus on undoing the previous presence of 
negative outcomes, will make preventional goals more salient 
than promotional goals. These propositions are consistent with 
previous findings suggesting that self-regulatory goals can be 
temporarily induced by situational factors (e.g., Aaker and Lee 
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2001; Liberman et al. 1999). For instance, simply thinking 
about past and current hopes, aspirations, and dreams can lead 
to the activation of promotional goals, whereas pondering 
past and current duties, obligations, and responsibilities can 
temporarily induce preventional goals (Higgins et al. 1986, 
1994; Pham and Avnet 2004).

Self-Regulatory Goals and Advertising  
Persuasiveness

Whether preventional or promotional goals are relatively sa-
lient at the time of ad processing can have a significant effect 
on advertising persuasiveness. Previous research suggests that 
individuals will allocate more effort to processing a persuasive 
message when the appeal is compatible with their goals than 
when it is incompatible with them (Petty and Cacioppo 1979). 
Given that most persuasive messages, such as advertisements, 
present evidence supporting the merits of the advocated prod-
uct, service, or idea, this expended elaboration effort should 
result in greater persuasion. In support of the goal compat-
ibility idea, Aaker and Lee (2001) found that participants 
with more salient promotional goals were more persuaded by 
an ad appeal that focused on the positive outcome achieved by 
consuming the product (promotion-focused—e.g., “drinking 

Welch’s Grape Juice may contribute to the creation of greater 
energy”), whereas those with more accessible preventional goals 
responded more favorably to an ad appeal that emphasized the 
negative outcome avoided by using the product (prevention-
focused—e.g., “drinking Welch’s Grape Juice may reduce the 
risk of some cancers and heart diseases”).

HYPOTHESES

The preceding review and discussion suggest two conclusions. 
First, positive counterfactual thinking will make promotional 
goals more accessible, whereas negative counterfactual think-
ing will render preventional goals more salient. Second, match-
ing rather than mismatching ad regulatory focus with the 
audience’s salient self-regulatory goals improves persuasion. 
Taken together, they indicate a potential effect of counterfac-
tual thinking on advertising persuasiveness. More specifically, 
a promotion-focused ad appeal is likely to be more persuasive 
than a prevention-focused one when positive counterfactual 
thinking is induced prior to ad exposure; however, the reverse 
will be true when negative counterfactual thinking is induced 
prior to ad exposure.

Few previous studies have investigated the influence of 
counterfactual thinking on advertising persuasiveness. Notably, 

TABLE 1
Typologies of Counterfactual Thinking (CT)

Categorization basis Category Definition Example Reference

Traditional typologies
 Structure Additive CT that adds  “If I had bought a quality laptop, (Roese 1994;
   antecedents to  I would now be enjoying Roese and Olson 1993a)
   reconstruct reality excellent customer service!”

  Subtractive CT that removes  “If I had not bought this
   antecedents to  private-label laptop, I would
   reconstruct reality not have to endure the
    bad customer service now!”

 Direction Upward CT that describes  “If I had bought a quality laptop, (Roese 1994)
   alternatives that are  I would not be having all these
   better than what  mechanical problems now!”
   actually happened  
  Downward CT that describes  “If I had not bought a quality
   alternatives that are  laptop like this, I would be
   worse than reality having all kinds of mechanical 
    problems now!”
A new typology

 Valence Positive CT that undoes  “If I had bought a quality laptop, The current research
   previous absence of  I would have gotten the
   positive outcomes bluetooth feature that I really 
    wanted!” 

  Negative CT that undoes  “If I had bought a quality laptop,
   previous presence of I would not have to hear all the
   negative outcomes noise coming out of this one!”
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Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman (2002) studied the effect of 
merely engaging in counterfactual thinking on advertising ef-
fectiveness. They found that engaging (versus not engaging) in 
counterfactual thinking caused the audience to be more discern-
ing of argument strength in ad messages. As a result, for those 
who engaged in counterfactual thinking, an ad message with 
superior arguments was more persuasive than one with inferior 
arguments; for those who did not engage in the cognitive activ-
ity prior to ad exposure, argument strength had no impact on 
persuasion. What Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman’s research did 
not inform us of, however, are (1) how different types of coun-
terfactual thinking (positive versus negative) might influence 
the accessibility of self-regulatory goals, and (2) the implications 
of this influence on advertising persuasiveness. To explore these 
issues, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H1a: After people engage in positive counterfactual thinking, 
promotional goals will be more accessible than preventional 
goals.

H1b: After people engage in negative counterfactual thinking, 
preventional goals will be more accessible than promotional 
goals.

H2a: When positive counterfactual thinking precedes exposure 
to the ad, a promotion-focused ad appeal will be more persuasive 
than a prevention-focused ad appeal.

H2b: When negative counterfactual thinking precedes exposure 
to the ad, a prevention-focused ad appeal will be more persuasive 
than a promotion-focused ad appeal.

Three experiments were conducted to test these hypotheses. 
The purpose of Experiment 1 was to test H1a and H1b. In this 
experiment, participants were instructed to engage in either 
positive or negative counterfactual thinking. In a purportedly 
unrelated study, they were asked to list the priorities they set 
for themselves in their day-to-day lives. These priorities were 
later coded as either ideals, relating to promotional goals, or 
oughts, relating to preventional goals. The relative number 
of ideals versus oughts was taken as a measure of the relative 
accessibility of promotional versus preventional goals. The 
purpose of Experiments 2 and 3 was to test H2a and H2b. In 
both experiments, participants were first asked to engage in 
either positive or negative counterfactual thinking (using the 
validated method from Experiment 1) and then view a print 
ad at their own pace. The ad was either promotion-focused or 
prevention-focused. Ad persuasiveness measures were taken 
after ad exposure.

EXPERIMENT 1

Participants and Procedure

A total of 51 undergraduate students recruited from a Mid-
western university participated in this experiment in exchange 

for extra credits. They were randomly assigned to the two 
counterfactual thinking conditions (positive or negative). The 
experiment was administered in two purportedly unrelated 
studies. In the first study, participants completed a cogni-
tive task designed to induce counterfactual thinking. In the 
second study, participants completed another cognitive task 
tapping into the accessibility of promotional and preventional 
self-regulatory goals.

Manipulation

To induce counterfactual thinking, participants were asked to 
first read a scenario and then complete a “If only . . . then” sen-
tence. There were three scenarios, and thus three “If only . . . 
then” sentences to complete (for similar methods, see Kahne-
man and Tversky 1982; Roese, Hur, and Pennington 1999). 
To facilitate task comprehension, an example was given at 
the beginning. In the positive counterfactual thinking condi-
tion, each scenario described a past incident that involved the 
absence of a positive outcome. Following is one of the three 
scenarios and the accompanying incomplete “If only . . . then” 
sentence used in this condition:

Janice desperately wanted an A in chemistry so that she could main-
tain the grade point average she needed to keep her scholarship. The 
final exam in chemistry was expected to be tough, but Janice really 
wanted that A. In the end, however, Janice received a B.

If only ______________________, then things would have 
been better for Janice.

In the negative counterfactual thinking condition, each sce-
nario depicted a past event that involved the presence of a 
negative outcome. Following is one of the three scenarios and 
the accompanying incomplete “If only . . . then” sentence used 
in this condition:

Bill went out with some friends to a casino. He absolutely did not want 
to gamble away a lot of his money. As the evening progressed, he played 
mostly blackjack, but he played with caution and care. Unfortunately, 
he ended up losing over a hundred dollars in one evening.

If only __________________________, then things would 
not be so bad for Bill.

Dependent Measures

In the supposedly unrelated second study, participants were 
asked in an open-ended question to list up to eight priorities 
they set for themselves in their day-to-day lives (see Pham and 
Avnet 2004 for a similar method). According to regulatory 
focus theory (Higgins 1997), promotional goals are associ-
ated with people’s aspirations, hopes, and wishes (i.e., ideals), 
whereas preventional goals are associated with obligations, 
duties, and responsibilities (i.e., oughts). Thus, if positive coun-



Spring 2008 21 

terfactual thinking activates promotional goals and negative 
counterfactual thinking primes preventional goals, we should 
expect more ideal-related priorities to be listed in the positive 
condition, but more ought-related priorities in the negative 
condition. Two independent raters categorized the listed pri-
orities into ideals or oughts. Interrater agreement was 89%; 
disagreements were resolved through discussion.

Results

It has been proposed that after people engage in positive 
counterfactual thinking, promotional goals will be more ac-
cessible than preventional goals (H1a), but the reverse will 
be true after negative counterfactual thinking (H1b). To test 
these two hypotheses, a mixed ANOVA (analysis of variance) 
was conducted, where the type of counterfactual thinking 
(positive versus negative) was entered as a between-subjects 
factor and the type of priorities (ideals versus oughts) was 
treated as a within-subjects factor. The analysis revealed a 
significant thinking–priorities interaction, F(1, 49) = 8.84, 
p < .01, partial η2 = .15; no main effects were significant. Ad-
ditional analyses indicated that in the positive counterfactual 
thinking condition, the number of ideal-related priorities 
was significantly greater than that of ought-related priorities, 
M

ideal
 = 4.19, M

ought
 = 2.96, F(1, 25) = 4.27, p < .05, partial 

η2 = .15. In the negative condition, the reverse was true, 
M

ideal
 = 3.28, M

ought
 = 4.44, F(1, 24) = 4.66, p < .05, partial 

η2 = .16. Taken together, the findings supported H1a and 
H1b.

Discussion

A central idea of this research is that engaging in counterfactual 
thinking will temporarily activate self-regulatory goals that 
are congruent with the type of counterfactual thinking. More 
specifically, engaging in positive counterfactual thinking will 
make promotional goals more accessible, whereas engaging 
in negative counterfactual thinking will render preventional 
goals more salient. These propositions (H1a and H1b) were 
supported by the results of Experiment 1. In this experiment, 
participants who engaged in positive counterfactual thinking 
listed more ideal-related priorities than ought-related priori-
ties in the open-ended question, suggesting that promotional 
goals were more accessible than preventional goals for these 
participants. In contrast, those who engaged in negative 
counterfactual thinking generated more ought-related priori-
ties than ideal-related priorities, indicating that preventional 
goals were more salient than promotional goals for these 
participants.

Thus, Experiment 1 successfully demonstrated the goal-
priming effects of positive and negative counterfactual think-
ing. Using the same procedure manipulating the type of 
counterfactual thinking, Experiment 2 examined the effects of 

engaging in positive versus negative counterfactual thinking 
on consumer responses toward advertising messages. It was 
expected that a promotion-focused ad appeal would be more 
persuasive than a prevention-focused ad appeal when positive 
counterfactual thinking was induced prior to ad exposure (H2a) 
and that the reverse would be true when negative counterfac-
tual thinking preceded ad exposure (H2b).

EXPERIMENT 2

Participants and Procedure

A total of 59 undergraduate students recruited from another 
Midwestern university participated in this experiment in 
exchange for extra credits. The experiment employed a 2 
(counterfactual thinking: positive versus negative) × 2 (ad 
appeal: promotion-focused versus prevention-focused) facto-
rial design. Participants were randomly assigned to the four 
experimental conditions.

On arrival at the site of the experiment, each participant 
received a booklet, which contained a cover story, an instruc-
tion for counterfactual thinking, a print ad, and a question-
naire, in that order. In the cover story, participants were told 
that they would perform two simple but unrelated tasks in 
the experiment and that the experiment had two goals: (1) to 
understand people’s creativity in generating hypothetical 
events, and (2) to understand how people process an advertis-
ing message. Following an instruction, participants engaged 
in either positive or negative counterfactual thinking. After 
the cognitive activity, they viewed a print ad for an existing 
brand of grape juice, which had an appeal that was either pro-
motion-focused or prevention-focused. After the ad exposure, 
participants responded to a questionnaire probing persuasive 
effects of the ad. Participants completed the various tasks at 
their own pace.

Manipulations

Counterfactual Thinking

The same procedure used in Experiment 1 was applied here 
to induce either positive or negative counterfactual thinking. 
Participants were instructed to fill three “If only . . . then” 
sentences based on three scenarios that involved either previous 
presence of a negative outcome (to induce negative counter-
factual thinking) or absence of a positive outcome (to induce 
positive counterfactual thinking).

Ad Regulatory Focus

A print ad for an existing brand of grape juice (Welch’s Grape 
Juice) was created. The ad featured a headline, a product im-
age, and a paragraph of product information. To manipulate 
ad regulatory focus (promotion-focused or prevention-focused), 
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content of the product information was varied. Following 
Aaker and Lee’s (2001) manipulation, the promotion-focused 
version highlighted the positive outcome achieved by drink-
ing Welch’s Grape Juice (“Preliminary medical research sug-
gests that drinking purple grape juice may contribute to the 
creation of greater energy”). The prevention-focused version 
emphasized the negative consequence avoided by consuming 
the product (“Preliminary medical research suggests that 
drinking purple grape juice may reduce the risk of some cancers 
and heart diseases”).

Dependent Measures

Participants’ overall attitudes toward Welch’s Grape Juice 
were measured by three, seven-point items anchored by nega-
tive/positive, unfavorable/favorable, and bad/good (Cronbach’s 
α = .93). Scores for the three items were averaged to form an 
index of attitudes. At the end, participants were also asked to 
indicate whether they believed in the cover story and, if not, 
to take a guess at the true purpose of the experiment.1

Results

To test H2a and H2b, an ANOVA was performed, where ad 
regulatory focus and the type of counterfactual thinking were 
the independent variables and attitudes toward the product 
served as the dependent variable. Results of the ANOVA 
revealed only a significant interaction, F(1, 55) = 6.86, 
p < .05, partial η2 = .11 (see Figure 1); no main effects were 
significant. Additional analyses indicated that when positive 
counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, the promo-
tion-focused ad appeal induced more positive attitudes to-
ward the product than did the prevention-focused ad appeal 

(M
prevention

 = 5.02, M
promotion

 = 5.69), although the difference 
was marginally significant, F(1, 55) = 3.03, p = .09, partial 
η2 = .10. H2a received modest support. On the other hand, 
when negative counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, 
the prevention-focused ad appeal led to more positive attitudes 
toward the product than did the promotion-focused ad appeal, 
M

prevention
 = 5.45, M

promotion
 = 4.71, F(1, 55) = 3.87, p = .05, 

partial η2 = .12, supporting H2b.

Discussion

This experiment demonstrated the impact of congruency 
between ad regulatory focus and the nature of counterfactual 
thinking induced prior to ad exposure on advertising persua-
siveness. As expected, congruency enhanced the persuasive 
effects of the ad; a significant thinking–appeal interaction 
emerged. More specifically, when negative counterfactual 
thinking preceded ad exposure, the prevention-focused ad 
appeal led to more favorable attitudes toward the product 
than did the promotion-focused ad appeal. In contrast, when 
positive counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, the 
promotion-focused ad appeal tended to be more persuasive 
than the prevention-focused ad appeal. This latter finding was 
less conclusive, however, as the difference was only marginally 
significant.

This experiment adopted Aaker and Lee’s (2001) manipu-
lation of ad regulatory focus. Here, ad regulatory focus was 
manipulated by assigning a different consumption outcome 
to the product (i.e., creating greater energy to create a promo-
tion focus versus reducing the risk of some cancers and heart 
diseases to create a prevention focus). One thing to be noted, 
however, is that this manipulation not only changed ad regula-
tory focus, but also altered the substantive content of the ad 
message. To reduce the confounding between ad regulatory 
focus and ad content, a factually equivalent manipulation of 
ad regulatory focus was used in the third experiment, which 
also provided a valuable replication of Experiment 2 by using 
a different experimental stimulus—a public service advertise-
ment encouraging regular physical exercise.

EXPERIMENT 3

Participants and Procedure

A total of 70 undergraduate students recruited from the sec-
ond Midwestern university participated in this experiment in 
exchange for extra credits. The experiment employed a 2 × 2 
factorial design, similar to Experiment 2. The two manipulated 
independent variables were the type of counterfactual thinking 
(positive versus negative) and ad regulatory focus (promo-
tion-focused versus prevention-focused). Participants were 
randomly assigned to the four experimental conditions.

FIGURE 1
The Interaction Between the Type of Counterfactual 

Thinking (CT) and Ad Regulatory Focus 
(Experiment 2)
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The procedure of this experiment was similar to that of 
Experiment 2. The only difference was that after engaging in 
counterfactual thinking, participants viewed a public service 
advertisement encouraging regular physical exercise. The ad 
was constructed such that in one version it had a promotion-
focused appeal, while in the other version it had a prevention-
focused appeal. After the ad exposure, participants responded 
to a questionnaire measuring the persuasive effects of the 
message. Participants were given an unlimited amount of time 
to complete the various tasks.

Manipulations

Counterfactual Thinking

The same procedure used in the previous two experiments was 
applied here to manipulate the type of counterfactual thinking. 
Participants were instructed to fill three “If only . . . then” 
sentences based on three scenarios that involved either previous 
presence of a negative outcome (to induce negative counter-
factual thinking) or absence of a positive outcome (to induce 
positive counterfactual thinking).

Ad Regulatory Focus

The public service advertisement featured a headline, an 
image of a woman running in the field, and a paragraph of 
information about the benefits of regular physical exercise, 
which had either a promotion focus or a prevention focus. 
The promotion-focused ad appeal highlighted the positive 
outcome achieved by engaging in the health behavior (“Do you 
know that exercise must become one of those things that you 
do without question, like bathing and brushing your teeth, 
if you want to enjoy physical fitness in the long term?”). In 
contrast, the prevention-focused ad appeal emphasized the 
negative outcome avoided by engaging in the health behavior 
(“Do you know that exercise must become one of those things 
that you do without question, like bathing and brushing your 
teeth, if you want to avoid suffering physical weakness in the 
long term?”).

Dependent Measures

Participants’ attitudes toward the message and intentions to 
perform the health behavior were measured. The former were 
measured by three, seven-point items anchored by negative/
positive, unfavorable/favorable, and unappealing/appealing. 
Behavioral intentions were measured by asking participants to 
indicate their agreement with each of the following statements 
on a 1 to 7 scale (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree): 
(1) This message makes me want to or continue to exercise in 
a consistent and systematic manner; (2) This message makes 

me want to or continue to maintain a regular physical fitness 
program; (3) This message makes me want to recommend to 
my friends/relatives that they maintain a regular physical fit-
ness program. A principal component analysis with Varimax 
rotation was conducted to see whether the six items measured 
two distinct constructs. Results revealed a two-factor solu-
tion explaining 82% of variance. The three items intended 
to measure attitudes toward the message loaded on one factor 
(Cronbach’s α = .85). The three items intended to measure 
intentions to perform the health behavior loaded on a different 
factor (Cronbach’s α = .88). An index of attitudes toward the 
message was formed by averaging the three items measuring 
this construct, and an index of intentions to perform the health 
behavior was similarly computed.

Results

To test H2a and H2b, a mixed ANOVA was performed, where 
ad regulatory focus and the type of counterfactual thinking 
served as the between-subjects factors; the dependent measure 
(attitudes toward the message or intentions to perform the 
health behavior) was treated as a within-subjects factor. The 
analysis revealed only a significant thinking–ad focus inter-
action, F(1, 66) = 5.56, p < .05, partial η2 = .08. Separate 
ANOVA tests revealed a significant interaction for both at-
titudes toward the message, F(1, 66) = 4.40, p < .05, partial 
η2 = .06, and intentions to perform the health behavior, F(1, 
66) = 4.28, p < .05, partial η2 = .06 (see Figure 2); no main 
effects were significant. Additional analyses indicated that 
when positive counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, 
attitudes toward the message tended to be more favorable 
given the promotion- versus prevention-focused ad appeal 
(M

prevention
 = 4.02, M

promotion
 = 4.42). Similar results were found 

for intentions to perform the health behavior (M
prevention

 = 3.94, 
M

promotion
 = 4.19). Neither difference was significant, however. 

H2a was not supported. On the other hand, when negative 
counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, attitudes 
toward the message were more favorable given the preven-
tion- versus promotion-focused ad appeal (M

prevention
 = 4.81, 

M
promotion

 = 4.11), and the difference approached significance, 
F(1, 66) = 3.63, p = .06, partial η2 = .10. Intentions to per-
form the health behavior, on the other hand, were significantly 
greater given the prevention- versus promotion-focused ad 
appeal, M

prevention
 = 4.67, M

promotion
 = 3.62, F(1, 66) = 5.73, 

p < .05, partial η2 = .16. Collectively, these findings provided 
support for H2b.

Discussion

Experiment 3, along with Experiment 2, provided convergent 
evidence that the type of counterfactual thinking induced 
prior to ad exposure had a significant influence on the relative 
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persuasiveness of a promotion- versus prevention-focused ad 
appeal. This experiment found that when negative counter-
factual thinking preceded ad exposure, the prevention-focused 
appeal was significantly more persuasive than the promo-
tion-focused appeal. When positive counterfactual thinking 
preceded ad exposure, however, both appeals appeared to be 
equally persuasive.

On a theoretical level, the findings seem to suggest that 
congruency (versus noncongruency) between an individual’s 
self-regulatory goals and ad regulatory focus has a stronger 
effect on persuasion when it involves preventional goals than 
when it involves promotional goals. In other words, it is 
probable that having one’s preventional goals fulfilled is more 
critical than having one’s promotional goals reached. This 
speculation is consistent with prospect theory (Kahneman and 
Tversky 1979), which suggests that people lean more toward 
avoiding a loss than achieving a gain of the same magnitude 
(the loss aversion tendency).

On a more technical level, the null effect (marginally 

significant effect in Experiment 2) of ad regulatory focus on 
persuasion under the positive counterfactual thinking condi-
tion might also be due to relatively small sample sizes. Post 
hoc power analyses indicated that the power to detect a small 
effect (d = .25) at the significance level of α = .05 was .16 
(Experiment 2) and .18 (Experiment 3), both of which were 
relatively small. These results suggested that increasing sample 
sizes might help to increase the chance of finding significant 
effects.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to explore the influence of 
counterfactual thinking on advertising persuasiveness through 
the motivational priming process. A key distinction was made 
between positive counterfactual thinking, which undoes previ-
ous absence of positive outcomes, and negative counterfactual 
thinking, which undoes previous presence of negative out-
comes. A central argument of this research was that positive 
counterfactual thinking would make promotional goals more 
accessible, whereas negative counterfactual thinking would 
make preventional goals more salient.

The above proposition was supported by the results of Ex-
periment 1, where participants were instructed to engage in 
either positive or negative counterfactual thinking and then 
list their day-to-day priorities. As expected, participants who 
had engaged in positive counterfactual thinking generated 
more ideal-related priorities, indicating greater accessibility of 
promotional goals, whereas those who had engaged in negative 
counterfactual thinking listed more ought-related priorities, 
an indication that preventional goals were more salient.

Based on this key proposition and the goal compatibility 
idea (Aaker and Lee 2001; Petty and Cacioppo 1979), this 
research further hypothesized a potential impact of the type 
of counterfactual thinking (positive or negative) induced prior 
to ad exposure on the relative persuasiveness of promotion- 
versus prevention-focused ad appeals. Specifically, a promotion-
focused ad appeal was expected to be more persuasive than a 
prevention-focused ad appeal when positive counterfactual 
thinking preceded ad exposure. On the other hand, when 
negative counterfactual thinking preceded ad exposure, the 
reversed effect was expected.

Experiments 2 and 3 provided convergent evidence that the 
type of counterfactual thinking (positive or negative) induced 
prior to ad exposure moderated the relative persuasiveness of 
promotion- versus prevention-focused ad appeals. The nature 
of the moderation was partially consistent with the original 
theorizing. Specifically, after engaging in negative counter-
factual thinking, participants responded more favorably to 
the prevention-focused (versus the promotion-focused) ad 
messages. In contrast, when positive counterfactual thinking 
was induced prior to ad exposure, both types of ad messages 

FIGURE 2
The Interaction Between the Type of Counterfactual 

Thinking (CT) and Ad Regulatory Focus  
(Experiment 3)
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appeared to be equally persuasive, although there was some 
indication that the promotion-focused ad messages were more 
persuasive (Experiment 2). As mentioned previously, the rela-
tively stronger influence of ad regulatory focus on persuasion 
when preventional goals were more accessible versus when 
promotional goals were more salient might be partly due to 
people’s loss aversion, that is, the tendency for people to lean 
more toward avoiding a loss than to achieving a gain of the 
same magnitude. On the other hand, the directionally con-
sistent but statistically nonsignificant effects obtained when 
positive counterfactual thinking was induced prior to ad ex-
posure might be partially due to the experiments’ relatively 
small sample sizes and modest statistical power.

Overall, this research contributes to a better understand-
ing of the effects of cognitive activities induced prior to ad 
exposure on advertising persuasiveness. More specifically, this 
research sheds light on the effects of counterfactual thinking 
on consumer responses to subsequently encountered adver-
tising messages, adding to the emerging but small body of 
literature on this issue (e.g., Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman 
2002). Whereas Krishnamurthy and Sivaraman (2002) stud-
ied the effect of merely engaging in counterfactual thinking, 
this research adds to our knowledge of the impact of different 
types of counterfactual thinking on advertising persuasive-
ness. Another important contribution of this research is 
the proposed motivational priming process through which 
counterfactual thinking influences advertising persuasiveness. 
Whereas previous research has typically focused on the cogni-
tive priming process, wherein certain knowledge or concepts 
are made more salient as a result of the cognitive activities 
(e.g., Yi 1990), the current research indicates that cognitive 
activities such as counterfactual thinking may render certain 
goals or motivations more salient, which in turn influences 
advertising persuasiveness.

Understanding the effects of cognitive activities induced 
prior to ad exposure on advertising persuasiveness is important 
not only from a theoretical standpoint, but also from a practical 
angle. As Kirmani and Yi (1991) put it, advertising messages 
do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, ads are embedded in edito-
rial content, television programs, and various other contexts. 
These external contexts may induce cognitive activities that 
ultimately influence consumer responses to the embedded ad-
vertising messages. Thus, selecting an appropriate context for 
advertisements is as important as designing good advertising 
messages. One of the cognitive activities that may be induced 
by external contexts is counterfactual thinking. As discussed 
previously, counterfactual thinking may be induced by real-life 
frustrating situations, as well as real or fictitious mediated sto-
ries. In fact, it has been shown that people generate spontane-
ous counterfactual thinking in response to mediated messages 
(Tal-Or et al. 2004). The current research suggests that the 
type of counterfactual thinking induced by external contexts 

has a critical impact on the persuasiveness of ads with either 
a promotion-focused appeal or a prevention-focused appeal. 
Thus, in selecting an appropriate context for advertisements, 
one needs to consider the type of counterfactual thinking that 
may be induced by the contexts and whether that cognitive 
activity may enhance or diminish the persuasive impact of 
the advertisement.

The forms of advertisements have become increasingly 
diversified. In addition to traditional ads, such as 30-second 
commercials and one-page magazine ads, we now have longer 
ads that mimic television programming and editorial content, 
such as infomercials and advertorials. These longer versions 
of ads enable the advertisers to manipulate the audience’s 
cognitions, emotions, and motivations in ways that are not 
feasible with traditional ads. If counterfactual thinking can 
be induced by contexts external to the ad, then infomercials 
and advertorials may well be used in a strategic way to induce 
counterfactual thinking. By matching the type of counterfac-
tual thinking induced by some portion of the ad content and 
the regulatory focus of the ad claim, the persuasiveness of the 
ad can be increased.

Several limitations of this research need to be acknowledged. 
First, although the manipulation of counterfactual thinking 
in the experiments was effective in terms of inducing posi-
tive and negative counterfactual thinking, it was not realistic 
for two reasons. First, participants were instructed to engage 
in counterfactual thinking. In contrast, most counterfactual 
thinking occurring in real settings is internally motivated. 
Thus, inducing spontaneous counterfactual thinking (and 
performing a manipulation check later) in future studies may 
increase the ecological validity of the manipulation. In addi-
tion, the manipulation was not well integrated in a realistic 
persuasion episode.2 Counterfactual thinking will be most 
likely to influence advertising effectiveness when it occurs 
immediately before ad exposure. In a realistic setting, an ad 
is often embedded within program or editorial content (e.g., a 
television show, a magazine article, etc.). Ecological validity of 
the manipulation will be increased if counterfactual thinking 
is directly induced by program or editorial content preced-
ing an ad (or by the ad itself in the case of an infomercial or 
advertorial). Thus, instead of instructing research participants 
to engage in counterfactual thinking in response to unrealistic 
materials, future studies may benefit from inducing sponta-
neous counterfactual thinking by exposing participants to 
well-selected program or editorial content.

Second, the theoretical arguments presented in this paper 
will be more convincing if mediation analyses demonstrating 
that the influence of the type of counterfactual thinking on 
advertising persuasiveness is mediated by the accessibility of 
self-regulatory goals. Collecting data necessary for perform-
ing the mediation analyses can be challenging, however. To 
conduct the mediation analyses, the following has to be done 
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in one single study: (1) manipulate the type of counterfactual 
thinking, (2) measure self-regulatory goals, and (3) measure 
advertising persuasiveness. The dilemma is determining at 
what point we should measure self-regulatory goals. They 
apparently should not be measured before the counterfactual 
thinking manipulation. They cannot be measured after the 
counterfactual thinking manipulation and before the ad expo-
sure, because the measuring itself could prime self-regulatory 
goals and/or potentially reveal the purpose of the experiment. 
Finally, we cannot measure self-regulatory goals after ad expo-
sure, because the ad message could prime self-regulatory goals. 
Nonetheless, demonstrating the psychological mechanism 
through mediation analyses is important. Future studies are 
called for to address the methodological challenges.

Another limitation of this research is the limited number 
of dependent measures used to tap into persuasion effects 
(Experiments 2 and 3). Although attitudes and behavioral 
intentions are good indicators of persuasion, other measures, 
such as cognitive responses,3 may prove useful in understand-
ing the mechanisms underlying the goal compatibility ef-
fect (e.g., the depth of information-processing explanation). 
Similarly, multiple dependent measures can be taken to gauge 
the relative accessibility of promotional (versus preventional) 
goals following different types of counterfactual thinking 
(Experiment 1). Finally, the use of student samples of small 
size in this research is another major limitation. Future studies 
could test the propositions raised in this paper with larger, and 
potentially more representative, samples.

NOTES

1. Of those participants who indicated that they didn’t believe 
the cover story, none was able to correctly identify the true purpose 
of the experiment.

2. The author thanks an anonymous reviewer for raising this 
point.

3. The author thanks an anonymous reviewer for raising this 
point.
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