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10.1  Introduction

Regret is a decision-related emotion that arises when a chosen outcome is, or is 
believed to be, worse than a non-chosen alternative (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002). 
The experience and anticipation of regret has been linked to important real-life 
decisions such as health behaviors (medical screening, condom use) and financial 
decisions (Zeelenberg, 1999). The behavioral consequences of regret include both 
risk aversion and risk taking, decision avoidance, and non-optimal decision 
making (Anderson, 2003; Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). 
Moreover, enduring negative emotions like regret may have a negative impact on 
psychological and physical health (Fredrickson, 2001). Thus, understanding how 
and why we experience regret and how regret influences choices and behaviors are 
important research questions. However, previous research on regret has, to a large 
extent, relied on younger participants and to date little is known about how and if 
the experience and anticipation of regret changes over the adult life-span. In this 
chapter we review the available evidence for how the experience and regulation of 
regret vary with age. The aim of this chapter is to merge existing findings and 
develop a set of novel hypotheses of how aging, emotional experience, and regula-
tion may interact in everyday life. This is an important task since older adults today 
are asked to make an increasing number of decisions and the older population is 
rapidly growing. Identifying factors that may differentially influence the decisions 
of younger and older adults is an important task that will help in understanding how 
older adults make decisions (Peters, Hess, Västfjäll, & Auman, 2007).
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10.1.1  Regret, Age, and Emotion Regulation

A recent definition suggest that the emotion regret is “…an aversive, cognitive emotion 
that people are motivated to regulate in order to maximize outcomes in the short 
term and learn maximizing them in the long run” (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). 
Regret, like other emotions, has several different functions (Peters, 2006; Peters, 
Västfjäll, Gärling, & Slovic, 2006). Emotions can be helpful, providing crucial 
information about the state of our interactions with the world (Clore, 1994) or 
speeding our responses in life-threatening situations (Frijda, 1986). However, we 
frequently experience strong emotions that need to be managed if we are to optimally 
function. Much research has investigated the determinants of experienced and 
anticipated regret among younger adults (for an overview see Zeelenberg, 1999). In 
contrast, very little research has thus far addressed the prevention and management 
of regret (here called regret regulation; see Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007) in decision 
making and, especially, age differences in such regulation. There are good reasons 
to expect that older and younger adults may differ in their experience, anticipation, 
and regulation of regret since, among other things, the opportunities to overcome 
regrets decline with age. This is illustrated by recent research of Wrosch and 
Heckhausen (2002; see also, Wrosch, Bauer, & Scheier, 2005; Wrosch, Bauer, 
Miller, & Lupien, 2007). These authors asked participants to report activities that 
they regretted not having pursued during their lives and to indicate the amount of 
personal control that they had on the situation at the time. Both the experience and 
regulation of regret differed between the age groups. Younger adults used internal-
control attributions associated with active attempts to change the regrettable behavior, 
attenuating the regret and lowering rumination. For older adults, these attributions 
were instead associated with more intense regrets and as a consequence, they 
actively attributed control to an external agent in a self-protective manner and 
thereby attenuated their regrets. These findings suggest that regret experience and 
regulation may be systematically linked to aging.
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Not only does chronological age decrease time to undo the consequences of a 
decision, but with increasing age changes take place in both emotional and cognitive 
processes that are potentially relevant to the experience, anticipation, and regulation 
of regret. We review two areas of research, age-related cognitive decline and age-
related motivational shifts, which are potentially relevant to the relationship between 
aging and the experience, anticipation, and regulation of regret (Fig. 10.1).

10.1.2  Cognitive Decline

A powerful determinant of emotional reactions to a decision outcome is whether 
the outcome was compared with alternative outcomes or other states of the world 
(Boninger, Gleicher, & Stratham, 1994; Gleicher et al., 1990; Kahneman & Miller, 
1986). This counterfactual thinking thus refers to the mental simulation of comparing 
the present state with other possible, but unobtained states (Roese, 1997). Counter 
factual thoughts are common in everyday experience and may exert a substantial 
influence (McMullen, 1997). Research on outcome evaluation has shown that 
participants feel more strongly about an alternative if counterfactual alternatives are 
salient (Gleicher et al., 1990). A further distinction is made between counterfactuals 
that improve reality (thinking about how things could have been better), and coun-
terfactuals that worsen reality (thinking about how things could have been worse) 
(Landman, 1993; Sanna, 1998). Regret is a negative emotion experienced when the 
present state of affairs is compared to a better counterfactual reality (what could 
have been better: Roese, 1997; Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2005). Regret, like other 
counterfactual emotions, thus relies on mentally simulating various alternative 
outcomes. Such cognitive activities also require deliberative capacity, and in this 
sense, regret can be seen as a higher-order cognitive emotion (Russell, 2003). 
Several lines of research suggest age-related declines in the controlled processes of 
the deliberative system such as decreased speed of processing (e.g., Salthouse, 
1996), and deficits in explicit memory and learning (Cohen, 1996). These changes 
are evident at a neural system level where the prefrontal cortex (related to working 
memory and executive functions such as the control and regulation of cognition) 
deteriorates with normal aging (MacPherson, Phillips, & Della Sala, 2002). Since 
regret is a cognitive emotion relying on comparison (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007) 
that involves orbitofrontal and prefrontal activation of the cortex (Camille et al., 
2004; Coricelli et al., 2005), this line of research suggests that the experience of 
regret should decline with age and co-vary with age-related declines in deliberative 
capabilities. This is also consistent with research by Hess, who has hypothesized 
that aging is associated with increasing selectivity in task engagement because of 
actual or perceived declines in cognitive resources (Hess, 2000, 2006). Anticipation 
of regret has not, so far, been extensively studied across the adult life span, but 
given that anticipation is defined as “primarily cognitive expectations about future 
emotions, without actually experience them in the present” (Loewenstein, Weber, 
Hsee, & Welch, 2001) it may be expected that cognitive decline should lead to 
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decreased anticipation of regret. Similarly, emotion regulation is cognitively and 
physically demanding (Gross, 2008) and so a purely cognitive perspective on 
emotion regulation suggests that emotion regulation should be less often employed 
and be less successful among older adults. However, recent research has shown that 
emotion regulation in fact increases with age and that older adults often are very 
skilled in regulating emotion (Charles & Carstensen, 2007; Magai, 2008; Gross, 
2008). Thus, decreased anticipated and experienced regret are expected for cogni-
tive reasons.

10.1.3  Motivational Shift and Increased Emotion Regulation

Some recent research has shown that changes in time perspective result in emotional 
goals that are becoming increasingly important as the end of life nears, which in 
turn results in greater monitoring of emotional information (Carstensen, 2006). 
Because older adults are closer to the end of life, age should be associated with an 
increased importance of emotional goals, increased attention to emotional content, 
and an increased focus on positive information that can be used to optimize 
emotional experience (Peters et al., 2007). Supporting this, Mather et al. (2004) 
found that older adults (compared to younger adults) had disproportionately greater 
activation in the amygdala in response to positive vs. negative information, suggesting 
an age-related shift in processing styles (i.e., a positivity bias; see also Mather & 
Carstensen, 2003). Other research has suggested an age-related increase in main-
taining positive affect – older adults tend to be in more positive and less negative 
mood states compared to younger adults (Mroczek, 2001). Thus, research focusing 
on age-related motivational shifts also predicts that older adults will experience 
relatively less regret than younger adults.

However, interestingly, one of the functions of regret is to help learning so as 
to prevent repeating decisions that lead to regret (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007; 
functional aspect of regret). Emotional memory is thus likely to play a major role. 
Research on age-related motivational shifts suggests that emotional memory 
among older adults is relatively intact, but that positive emotional memories are 
given disproportionate weight compared to negative memories. Thus, the same 
event occurring some time earlier may be remembered differently by older and 
younger adults. Specifically, it is more likely that older adults will have “come to 
terms with” the regret-inducing event (i.e., retained the positive aspects of an 
event or reinterpreted it more positively; also called choice-supportive memory; 
Kryla-Lighthall & Mather, 2009; Mather & Johnson, 2000). Kennedy, Mather, 
and Carstensen (2004), in fact, found that older adults showed a tendency to 
remember events from the same time period in the past more positively than did 
younger adults. As a result, predictions from a motivational perspective are 
mixed. We used these opposing predictions to make novel predictions in the pilot 
study below.
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10.2  Studies on the Experience of Regret Across Adult Life

In a pilot study we examined how the experience of regret may change with age 
(Västfjäll, Peters, & Johanson, 2009). Both cognitive and motivational theories suggest 
that regret should diminish with age, whereas much of the available empirical data 
points toward the opposite (Roese & Summerville, 2005; Timmers, Westerhof, & 
Dittmann-Kohli, 2005). However, prior research has generally investigated only life 
regrets – major important events that can have long lasting consequences (Roese & 
Summerville, 2005; long-term regrets; Gilovich & Medvec, 1995). We submit that 
a critical factor determining the intensity of regret is the irreversibility of the 
decision. With increasing age, the time available to undo the consequences of a 
major event (life regrets such as realizing that you would have wanted children) will 
lead to an amplification of regret. We thus expect an interaction with age where 
“life” regrets seem more reversible in young age than in older age. An action leading 
to regret early in life may lead to amplification in older age simply because the 
 possibility of reversing the consequence of the decision has been lost. Finally, older 
adults have simply had more time to think about and perhaps ruminate on the 
negative outcome. This combination (more time for rumination and more limited 
opportunity to undo the consequences) can amplify the experience of regret. 
However, also due to older adults’ selectivity in their emotional responses (maintaining 
positive affect and prioritizing meaningful goals; Fung & Carstensen, 2004, 2006), 
their diminished cognitive resources and greater experience with decisions and their 
outcomes over a life time (hence knowing which decisions matter the most), we 
predict that for minor everyday events (short-term regrets), aging may be related to 
less intense regret. Thus, younger adults may (relative to older adults) have greater 
short-term regrets, but by dint of less life experience, they may also overestimate the 
regret everyday decisions actually will cause. This is consistent with some recent 
research demonstrating that older adults (relative to younger adults) are more correct 
in their affective forecasts for everyday decisions (i.e., ratings of affect for winning 
or losing gambles; Nielsen, Knutson, & Carstensen, 2008).

We thus believe that the critical difference between everyday and life regrets is 
the perception of the reversibility of decision outcomes. Older adults may recognize 
that major life events are those worth prioritizing, but at the same time the possibility 
to undo the event will become more and more limited with age. Younger adults may 
not have or recognize this need to prioritize resource allocation to a selected number 
of decisions and at the same time likely have more possibilities to undo possible 
negative outcomes. Our conception of life and everyday regrets is similar to that of 
Wrosch and Heckhausen (2002) who note that undoing the consequences of regret-
table behaviors is not always possible, given that some life paths cannot be changed 
when people advance in age (e.g., having a different career, establishing a family).

A sample of 825 Swedish adults (18–85 years) rated the frequency of everyday 
regrets, as well as the intensity and duration of a recalled regret-inducing event 
(everyday regret) and what they regret the most (life regret). In addition to chrono-
logical age, we included a measure of self-perceived available future time to undo 
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the event (future time perspective; FTP). Overall, we expected that the frequency 
of experienced regret, as well as the intensity of regret, for everyday events would 
decrease with chronological age. However, the intensity of life regrets was expected 
to increase with chronological age. In both cases, having an open-ended FTP was 
expected to lead to less intense regret.

To test these hypotheses, regression analyses were performed to predict experi-
enced regrets with sex, educational background and income as control variables and 
age as predictor. The regression of the frequency of experienced everyday regrets 
during the past 3 months was significant, F(6,773) = 13.13, p < 0.001, R2

adj
 = 0.09. 

As expected, the frequency of reported regret decreased with increasing age (b = 
–0.30, p < 0.01). In addition, age was significantly associated with a decrease in 
intensity (b = –0.42, p < 0.01) and duration (b = –0.28, p < 0.01) of everyday 
regrets, F(6,733) = 15,37, p < 0.001, R2

adj 
= 0.17 (intensity) and F(6,733) = 3,96, 

p < 0.01, R2
adj

 = 0.04 (duration). Instead for life regrets, age increased the intensity 
of regret (b = 0.20, p < 0.01; F(6,725) = 8.12, p < 0.01, R2

adj 
= 0.11). The effect of 

age on duration of life regrets was not significant. Overall, these findings support 
the hypothesis that older adults experience regret more strongly for life regrets, but 
less strongly for everyday events. Further support for this comes from an analysis 
of the mental age measure. Since chronological and mental age (as measured by the 
FTP measure) showed a relatively moderate intercorrelation, the FTP measure was 
examined separately. Consistent with our expectations, the FTP measure showed 
results conceptually similar to the effect of age on life regrets – having an open-
ended FTP covaried with lower intensity (beta weight –0.39, p < 0.001), and shorter 
duration (–0.18, p < 0.01) for life regrets. Thus, both old age and a limited FTP 
appear to produce a similar effect on the experience of life regrets. We interpreted 
this as initial evidence that the time remaining in life and the possibilities to undo 
the negative consequences of a decision are determining factors for the experience 
of regret in later life.

This study showed that age modulates the experience of regret, and that motiva-
tional shifts may partly account for this. However, measures of cognitive decline were 
not included so that the role of deliberative processing in determining regret cannot 
be properly assessed with this data. Moreover, this study only examined retrospective 
regrets and did not include anticipation of future regret. Most importantly, it did not 
directly examine the role of regret regulation, a topic that we turn to next.

10.2.1  Regret Regulation Across the Adult Life Span

Among younger adults, the consequences of experienced regret and the possibility of 
future regrets are managed by a number of systematic strategies. Zeelenberg and Pieters 
(2007) summarized them into three categories; decision-focused,  alternative-focused, 
and feeling focused prevention and management strategies (see Table 10.1).

Examples of strategies to prevent future regret involve avoiding feedback about 
non-chosen outcomes, deliberately anticipate regret, and delaying the decision. 
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Strategies to mitigate experienced regret include justification, reversal of the 
 decision, and emotion regulation or suppression. Zeelenberg and Pieters noted that 
these strategies are used and implemented (among younger adults) based on “their 
accessibility and their instrumentality to the current overarching goal.” We propose 
that the accessibility, instrumentality, as well as goals related to regret may differ 
between younger and older adults, in that these age groups differ in:

 1. Emotion regulation goals (older adults avoid negative and prioritize positive 
information to a larger extent than younger adults; Magai, 2008)

 2. Cognitive abilities needed to carry out emotion regulation
 3. Choice priorities (older adults prefer qualitative over quantitative experiences; 

Fung & Carstensen, 2004).

It should also be noted that the regulation strategies described in Table 10.1 are 
mainly derived from laboratory studies, and it is still an empirical question what 
strategies are actually employed to regulate regret in everyday life.

In summary, based on previous empirical and theoretical work (including our 
pilot study as well as motivational and cognitive theories of aging) it appears 
 plausible that older and younger adults differ in the experience, anticipation and 
regulation of regret.

Table 10.1 Strategies for regulating regret 
among younger adults

Prevent future regret
Decision-focused prevention strategies

Increase decision quality
Increase decision justifiability
Transfer decision responsibility
Delay or avoid decision

Alternative-focused prevention strategies
Ensure decision reversibility
Avoid feedback about forgone alternatives

Feeling-focused prevention strategies
Anticipate regret

Manage current regret

Decision-focused management strategies
Undo decision

Justify decision

Deny responsibility for the decision

Alternative-focused management strategies

Reverse decision (switch to alternative)

Re-appraise quality of alternative

Feeling-focused management strategies
Psychological repair work
Suppress or deny regret

From Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007)
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10.3  Some Novel Hypotheses About Regret Regulation  
and Suggestions for Ways of Testing Them

How do younger and older adults differ in the regulation of regret? Little previous 
research has been performed on this topic and an initial step may be to develop a 
testable framework. In an ongoing research project we examine these questions and 
address them by looking at how various decision characteristics influence age-
related differences in the experience, anticipation, and regulation of regret. In the 
following section we describe how we intend to test this framework empirically.

10.3.1  Experience and Regulation of Regret in Everyday Life

While it is believed that regret is a frequently experienced emotion in everyday life, 
no studies have so far adequately sampled everyday regret experiences (studies of 
decision experiences among younger adults have been performed but these have not 
measured regret, for example, Hogarth, Portell, & Cuxart, 2007; Hogarth, Portell, 
Cuxart, & Kolev, 2008). Similarly, studies of emotional experiences with older 
adults exist, but they did not measure regret or examined decisions, for example, 
Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, & Nessleroad, 2000). The experience sampling 
method (ESM) may be a particularly useful method to assess regret, other emotional 
experiences, and decisions simultaneously (e.g., Conner, Barrett, Bliss-Moreau, 
Lebo, & Kashub, 2003). This technique requires participants to carry a small, hand-
held computer or palmtop with them at all waking hours, for a specified period 
(e.g., a week). During the week, the palmtop emits sound signals at predetermined 
or randomized intervals. Each time the participant hears this signal, he or she is 
supposed to immediately respond to various questions administered by the palmtop 
about his or her latest experience. One advantage of the ESM is that it permits one 
to study personal events as they unfold in their natural and spontaneous context. 
Another advantage is that it renders possible repeated measurements over time, so 
that one may obtain a better sense of whether a specific phenomenon occurs in 
particular recurrent patterns – for instance at specific times of the day. When 
frequency estimates of specific emotions (and the determinants/consequences of 
the emotion) are needed, the ESM may yield more reliable data than the aggre-
gated, retrospective, and cognitively biased data obtained in survey studies (Ready, 
Weinberger, & Jones, 2007).

The ESM is consistent with Brunswik’s (1956) notion of representative design, 
which involves randomly sampling stimuli from the environment, so that environ-
mental properties are preserved. The method seems promising for decision research-
ers who are concerned about the limited external validity of data from laboratory-based 
studies. Clearly, then, a representative sampling of decision situations is important 
to ensure generalizability of findings from studies of the importance of regret for 
everyday behavior. Hogarth et al. (2007) successfully studied everyday risk and 
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benefit perception for activities occurring naturally in people’s lives. Interestingly, 
Hogarth et al. found that many of the risks that people reported were not consistent 
with what had been obtained in previous survey research. For example, participants 
in the ESM study rarely mentioned risk of terrorism while this was frequently men-
tioned in survey responses (Hogarth et al., 2007).

Using this method, participants can report their experience at the time of the 
beep (since the last time they responded) about decisions they made or will make. 
A branching procedure following the logic outlined in Table 10.2 could be used. 
Table 10.2 gives sample questions (modeled after Zeelenberg & Pieters,’ 2007) 
regret-regulation themes (see Table 10.1). The basic concept described here is to 
cover both pre-decision and post-decision phases as well as capture what the deci-
sion is about.

This method is possible to use with older adults. Riis et al. (2005) have demon-
strated successful use of this procedure with middle aged to older adults with 
significant health problems. Moor, Connelly, and Rogers (2004) conducted a 
usability study with younger (25–30 years) and older adult adults (75–85 years). 
They concluded that older adults can complete tasks such as pressing buttons and 
identifying and pressing detailed icons just as well as younger individuals although 
they do need additional practice time. The older adult also preferred larger icons 
although they could read smaller sizes of even detailed picture icons at 10 mm.

Table 10.2 Example questions in the ESM

1. Have you made or thought about making a decision (since beeped last time)? (yes/no)
2.  What was the decision about? (health, money, consumption, social relationships, etc.) 

(multiple choice)
3.  If yes, was it a decision you are thinking about but have not made yet? (branch to 4) Or 

a decision that you already made? (branch to 5). How long ago/when will the decision 
be made? Have you reported about it before? Common to both are measures of the 
characteristics of the decision; agency (who will make the decision), responsibility, 
omission/commission, importance, attractiveness (these are important both for prevention 
and managements strategies). Examples items “if somebody else could affect your decision 
or if somebody else could be blamed or praised for it?” What information do you think is 
worth attending to, what not to consider? (multiple choice/rating scales)

4. Pre-decision phase (prevention of regret)
Information search questions: to what extent “have you compared the alternative to others?,” 
“Have you actively been searching for more information” “tried to ignore information about 
other alternatives” (multiple choice)
Thoughts: “how often have you thought about this decision” “how often have you considered 
that the decision could have a bad outcome?” “thought about delaying the decision?” 
(multiple choice/rating scales)
Anticipated feelings: likert ratings of anticipation of specific emotions such as regret, anger, 
disappointment,, sadness, happiness, elation 16 emotion-related terms that sample the entire 
affective space will be selected (Västfjäll, Friman, Gärling, & Kleiner, 2002). In this way, 
both specific emotions and dimensional representations of valence/arousal can be used in 
predicting choice

5.  Post-decision phase (management of regret) (note here we can further differentiate pre- and 
post-outcome)
Similar to 4, but thoughts also include decision justifiability
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Using this method it may be expected to find differences in:

 1. What the participants feel regret about: Older adults are expected to experience 
stronger regret for irreversible life regrets, whereas younger adults may experi-
ence more regret about everyday choices, consistent with our pilot study. 
Similarly, both age groups will experience more regret for decisions that are 
important to them (although the content of important decisions will, however, be 
different on both an individual and a group level).

 2. The frequency of regret: older adults (due to motivational forces aimed at pro-
moting positive affect) will experience regret less often.

 3. Regret prevention strategies – to prevent regret, older adults (relative to younger 
adults) are expected to search for less information, make fewer comparisons, 
focus more on positive information, avoid negative information, anticipate regret 
more, and be more prone to avoid or delay decision.

 4. Regret management strategies – to manage regret, older adults will view their 
choices as more positive (choice-supportive memory; Mather & Johnson, 2000).

10.4  Laboratory Studies of the Experience, Anticipation,  
and Regulation of Regret

In experimental laboratory studies, determinants of regret and regret regulation can 
be more carefully delineated, manipulated, and tested. For instance, self-report 
measures of decision processes may not always yield reliable data due to limited 
introspective ability (Västfjäll, in press).We propose that to understand the mecha-
nisms of regret regulation in different age groups, experimental manipulations of the 
basic determinants of regret are needed. At the core of regret theory lays the notion 
that the chosen (or to-be-chosen) alternative is compared with other alternatives (Van 
Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2005). As evident in Table 10.2, many regret regulation strategies 
also involve making or not making these counterfactual comparisons (e.g., seeking 
or avoiding feedback about foregone options). It is possible to experimentally 
investigate the role of counterfactual comparisons and its interaction with regret and 
aging. For example, in a series of studies, Mellers et al. demonstrated that the 
emotional utility of an outcome critically depended on unobtained outcomes 
(Mellers, Schwartz, Ho, & Ritov, 1997; Mellers & McGraw, 2001). So, getting a 
salary raise is a positive emotional experience, but knowing that you could have gotten 
even higher salary will deflate that emotion (Kahneman, 1992). Larsen, McGraw, 
Mellers, and Cacioppo (2004) investigated such mixed emotions to outcomes. They 
had participants playing binary gambles. Half the gambles involved a 50–50 chance 
of winning either of two amounts; the remaining gambles involved a 50–50 chance 
of losing either of two amounts. Disappointing wins were wins of $5 when the 
alternative was a $6, $9, or $12 win. Losing gambles were constructed by reversing 
the signs of the outcomes. This resulted in relieving losses of $5 when the alternative 
was a $6, $9, or $12 loss, and a single outright loss of $5 instead of $3. Larsen et al. 
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found that participants indeed experienced mixed emotions about outcomes, once 
the unobtained outcome was known. This procedure may be used to investigate age 
differences in regret. It may be expected that older adults will experience less regret; 
however, recent research has shown that older adults experience more complex 
blends of emotions (Ersner-Hershfield, Mikels, Sullivan, & Carstensen, 2008) so 
that it is expected that mixed emotions (both in terms of negative vs. positive 
valence, but also in terms of the more granular coactivation of specific emotions) 
will be more common among older adults (Lindquist & Feldman Barrett, 2008).

Recent research has shown that older adults are better affective forecasters than 
younger adults. Nielsen et al. (2008), for example, compared affective forecasting, 
experienced affect, and recalled affect in younger and older adults during a task in 
which participants worked to win and avoid losing small monetary sums. Younger 
adults reported increased negative arousal during loss anticipation and positive 
arousal during gain anticipation. In contrast, older adults reported increased 
positive arousal during gain anticipation, but showed no increase in negative 
arousal on trials involving loss anticipation (consistent with the positivity bias). 
Younger, but not older adults exhibited forecasting errors on the arousal dimen-
sion, underestimating increases in arousal during anticipation of gains and losses 
and overestimating increases in arousal in response to gain outcomes. In other 
research, older adults more accurately predicted future quality of life judgments 
(Lachman, Röcke, Rosnick, & Ryff, 2008). Building on these recent findings, a 
reasonable hypothesis is that older adults are better than younger adults at antici-
pating regret, an important prevention and management strategy. Using the mixed 
gambles paradigm (with active choices), participants could be probed about antici-
pated affect (valence and arousal of feelings) and regret/disappointment prior to 
making each choice. After the choice, they will be asked about experienced affect 
and regret/disappointment. Regret is a negatively valenced, moderate arousal emotion 
(Västfjäll & Gärling, 2002; Västfjäll and Gärling, in press) so that, following the 
findings of Nielsen et al., it is likely that older adults will be more accurate in their 
forecasts (Larkin et al, 2007).

Previous research has indicated that, while many individuals try to ignore infor-
mation about other outcomes after selecting, curiosity is a strong motivational 
impetus for searching for information (Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2007). Therefore, 
using a modified version of the mixed gambles paradigm in which participants can 
chose to learn about the unobtained outcome is a possible extension. Consistent 
with the notion that older adults may want to avoid processing emotional taxing 
information (Kryla-Lighthall & Mather, 2009), it may be expected that older adults 
will be less likely to opt for counterfactual information.

A recent study by Löckenhoff and Carstensen (2007) examined age differences 
in information acquisition and recall about health care decisions. Using computer-
based decision scenarios, 60 older and 60 younger adults reviewed choice criteria 
that contained positive, negative, and neutral information about different physicians 
and health care plans. The results showed that older adults reviewed and recalled a 
greater proportion of positive than negative information compared with young 
adults (consistent with the positivity bias; Mather & Carstensen, 2003). The material 
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that Löckenhoff and Carstensen (2007) used consisted of two decision scenarios in 
which participants chose from among four physicians and four health plans. All 
choice alternatives were described as average on a global index of quality (i.e., 
consumer/patient satisfaction). However, on four additional characteristics, each 
choice alternative was assigned one of the following value labels: very good, good, 
poor, or very poor. The information was presented in tables with the alternatives 
(e.g., Plan A) in the rows and the characteristics (e.g., preventive care) in the col-
umns. Initially, only the choice alternatives and characteristics were visible; the 
specific cell content was concealed. Participants received cues for the emotional 
valence of the information contained in each cell and were told that the fields were 
coded such that “white fields = positive information (good or very good), gray 
fields = neutral information (average), dark fields = negative information (poor or 
very poor).” This methodology can be modified to test aspects of regret regulation 
and aging. For instance, relevant feedback about the non-chosen alternatives could 
be given. In the study by Löckenhoff and Carstensen, regret was not likely a strong 
influence on choice since the scenario did not involve uncertainty or feedback about 
the non-chosen alternative. However, a modification with feedback about what 
would be the “normatively” optimal choice would render regret salient.

Löckenhoff and Carstensen (2007) examined some process measures relevant to 
regret regulation (e.g., the amount of information viewed and recall of alternatives; 
the former is a regret prevention strategy whereas the latter is a regret management 
strategy). It may be expected that older adults, especially in the relevant health 
choice scenario, to experience more regret, but also to search for less information, 
especially if it is negative (consistent with the positivity bias). Due to the relevance 
and complexity of the choice, it may also be expected that older adults will be more 
prone to delay or prefer having someone else making the decision for them (Luce, 
1998; Kryla-Lighthall & Mather, 2009). However, once a choice is made, we expect 
older adults to remember more positive attributes especially for the chosen alterna-
tive (Mather & Johnson, 2000).

10.5  Conclusion

Older adults’ experience of regret is different from younger adults. Age, as well as 
the possibility to change and undo the event, as well as what life domain the poten-
tially regret-eliciting event is about will modulate the experience of regret. Age 
appears to have some specific effects on regret experience: (1) with age, the lesser 
time to undo regrets is an important factor modulating affective experience (Wrosch 
et al., 2005, 2007), and (2) an increased focus on positive affect with increasing age 
can ameliorate the psychological impact of consequences of minor regrets 
(Carstensen, 2006). This is known for the experience of regret. However, very few 
studies have examined age differences in the anticipation and regulation of regret. 
In this chapter we have argued that older adults may regulate (prevent and manage) 
regret actively and we have outlined a series of way of studying  age-related 
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 differences in this regulation. We hope that this overview and the framework that 
we present may stimulate more research in this area. This is important since older 
adults’ quality of life depends to a significant extent on the quality of their deci-
sions. Indirectly, suboptimal decisions may be linked to a wide range of health and 
financial outcomes that is not only detrimental to the individual, but the whole 
society. Understanding how older adults’ decision making differ from younger 
adults may help in designing information and decision aids tailored to older adults’ 
abilities.
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