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Think about the last time you did something and then later wished
you had not. Maybe you snoozed your alarm when it went off, fell
back to sleep, and then woke up panicked that you were going to
be late to school. You might wish you had gotten up sooner. Maybe
you decided to go for the pizza on the menu but when your sibling’s
pasta came out looking great, you wished you had chosen differently.
These are examples of regret. Regret is something that all people
feel from time to time, and it plays an important role in helping us
to decide how to behave. In this article, we will explore what regret
is, how we end up feeling it, and why it is so important.

WHAT IS REGRET AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Imagine you are at a birthday party. There are lots of candies laid
out on the table and you can help yourself to whatever you want.
You eat lots of chocolate! Later that evening, you begin to feel sick.
You think to yourself, “I wish | had stopped eating sooner”. People
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COUNTERFACTUAL
THINKING

A way of thinking about
the past in which you
imagine how things
could have turned

out differently.

Figure 1

A child realizes they
have slept longer than
they should have and
missed their bus to
school. In this situation,
people typically
experience regret and
wish they had acted
differently (i.e., woken
up sooner).

EXPERIENCE
SAMPLING

A method used by
scientists to collect
information about
people’s thoughts and
feelings by asking them
to share specific
experiences.

often compare what actually happened in life to what could have
happened. This process is called counterfactual thinking. When what
actually happened is worse than what could have happened, then
people can feel regret (Figure 1). Thinking counterfactually is a pretty
complicated process because it involves doing lots of things at once:
remembering what actually happened, imagining what could have
happened, comparing them, and deciding which is better. For this
reason, scientists think that people only start to experience regret from
around 6 years of age, which is quite late in terms of development.
Think about all of the other things you can do by the time you
are 6!

Figure 1

WHAT KIND OF THINGS DO PEOPLE REGRET?

Regret is something that lots of people experience. We can have
big regrets (like not working harder at school) or we can have small
regrets (like picking the longer queue at lunch). Because regret is so
common (and unpleasant!) scientists have spent a lot of time trying to
understand it. There are two ways that researchers have tried to study
regret. One way is by asking lots of people to describe a time when
they have experienced regret—this is called experience sampling.
When many experience samples are gathered together, researchers
can look for patterns that are common across lots of people. A famous
study that took this approach looked at the types of things people
regret (e.g., choices about their education, career, or something in
their romantic life), and whether they experienced more regret for
things they did or did not do [1]. Interestingly, when people were
asked about recent regrets, they often mentioned things they did,
like making an embarrassing joke. But when people were asked what
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DISAPPOINTMENT

An emotion people feel
when what really
happened is not as
good as what could
have happened, but
they could not have
controlled or changed
the outcome.

FUNCTIONAL
EMOTION

An emotion that helps
people learn or make
better decisions in
the future.

PSYCHOLOGICAL

Something that is
related to the mind
or feelings.

they regretted over the course of their whole lives, they frequently
mentioned things they did not do, like not spending enough time with
friends and family [2]. So next time you are worried about an awkward
or embarrassing thing you said, remember: it probably will not matter
much in the future.

These studies also revealed something special about regret: it was very
rare for someone to report regret for something that they could not
have personally changed. This suggests that feeling responsible for
an outcome is necessary to experience regret. This is different from
lots of other emotions like sadness, disappointment, or excitement,
which people can feel even when they were not responsible for the
situation that resulted in those feelings. For example, you might feel
disappointed that it is raining today because you had planned to go
to the beach, but you would not experience regret. In other words,
when people feel regret, they think “if only / had acted differently,
things would be better!”. This led scientists to believe that regret might
play a special role in helping people to understand where a decision
went wrong and how they can do better next time. In other words,
even though regret feels unpleasant, it may actually help people make
better choices in the future.

LEARNING FROM REGRET

The experience sampling method also showed that people tended to
say they changed their behavior after they experienced regret [3]. For
example, researchers asked participants to describe a time when they
had a bad experience at a restaurant, whether they experienced regret
or anger at the time, and how they behaved following this experience.
Participants who felt regret (rather than anger) were more likely to
avoid the restaurant in the future and warn other people off going
there. Evidence like this has led researchers to believe that regret
is a functional emotion. What we mean by that is the experience
of regret allows people to change their behavior to improve their
future experiences.

Experience sampling is a good first step toward understanding
psychological experiences such as emotions. But people are not
always very good at understanding or explaining what they are
experiencing mentally. This is particularly true for children and
young people who are still learning language and developing their
understanding of the world. For this reason, scientists have also used
experiments to examine the idea that experiencing regret influences
the future decisions people—including children—make!

In one experiment, shown in Figure 2, 6- and 7-year-olds were told
they could choose between two locked boxes to win the prize that
was inside (Figure 2) [4]. One of the boxes opened after 30s, while
the other opened after 600s. Obviously, children wanted to get the
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Figure 2

An experiment to study
regret in children [4].
On day 1, participants
were given the choice
between two boxes,
one that they had to
wait a short time to
open, and one that they
had to wait a longer
time to open. Most
children picked the box
with the shorter timer
and got two candies.
They then learned that
they would have gotten
four candies if they had
selected the other box.
The next day, the same
children were given the
same task. Those who
regretted their choice
on the previous day
picked the box with the
longer timer (and more
candies!) on day 2.

MENTAL TIME
TRAVEL

Imagining an event that
is not currently
happening, but that
either took place in the
past or could happen in
the future.

prize as soon as possible! But children did not know that the box
that opened sooner only contained two candies, whereas the box that
opened after 600s contained four candies. After selecting their box
and waiting for the required time, children learned how many candies
they actually got, and how many they could have gotten if they had
chosen differently.

Day 1

Day 2

Figure 2

Most of the children (73%) did not wait and therefore got a smaller
prize and experienced regret. The next day, the researchers presented
children with the same situation. The children who experienced regret
the day before were more likely to wait longer the second time
around. This shows that experiencing regret helped children to resist
the temptation of a smaller reward now for a bigger reward in the
future. The difference between two candies and four candies might
not seem like that big of a deal, but the ability to wait for bigger rewards
is a key skill that people gain as they get older. For example, people
who can wait for bigger rewards are more likely to make healthy
lifestyle choices and perform better in school—something that regret
can help with!

PREDICTING FUTURE REGRET

Now you know that experiencing regret can help people make better
choices the next time they are faced with a similar decision. But
thinking about regret can also help people make better choices in
situations they have never experienced before. Lots of research has
shown that, when it comes to making a decision, people will engage
in what is called mental time travel—they imagine themselves picking
different options and how they would feel about each choice. Then,
when it comes to actually deciding what to do in real life, they decide
to go with the option they think will cause the smallest amount
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of regret. This mental time travel allows people to anticipate and
minimize future regret. Scientists have shown that adults do this
in lots of different scenarios. They have asked people how much
regret they would feel if they did certain things (like smoking, getting
vaccinated against a disease, or doing exercise), and then asked them
how likely they are to actually do those things. Researchers can then
use mathematics to predict people’s behavior from how much regret
they say they would feel [5]. But it is not just adults who think this way.
Research has shown that young people think about the regret that they
might feel in the future when deciding whether to do things like start
smoking [6].

As well as helping people to make decisions that will benefit them in
the future, regret also helps people to make decisions that can benefit
others. We know this from research with 6- to 7-year-old children, in
which they played a sticker game that involved matching stickers to
an outline of the sticker’s shape, to win a prize. Children realized they
had one extra sticker than they needed to complete the game and
win a prize. They were asked if they would like to keep this sticker or
give it to another child. Most children chose to keep the sticker. They
later found out that because they did not share, another child could
not complete the game, and so was unable to win a prize like they
did. Many children felt regret for not sharing. All children then played
a different sharing game, and those children who experienced regret
made kinder choices on this new game (they helped another child)
than children who did not experience regret [7].

In summary, regret often helps people make better decisions and learn
from their mistakes. However, sometimes regret is not helpful. People
who have lots of regret, spend lots of time thinking about the things
they regret, or feel regret more strongly report feeling less satisfied
with their lives. With this in mind, it is important to avoid getting too
caught up in past regrets. Instead, focus on the present and try to make
the best possible decisions in the future [8]!
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

MEIMEI, AGE: 10

I am Meimei, a 10-year-old girl living in Beijing, China. | love reading comics
and Harry Potter :). | also enjoy anime and movies. Tokusatsu and Disney are my
favorites. | love mobile games but | hate Tik Tok (What can | say?). And | do love
the idea of kids contributing to the process of scientific publication. Stay calm and
keep critiquing!

WILLA, AGE: 13

I am an outgoing girl starting my second year of junior high this fall. English is my
favorite subject, and | am currently learning French too—I have always had a knack
for language-related activities! In my free time, | love listening to music, playing
badminton or tennis, and curling up with a good book.
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