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         ABSTRACT      Regret is a basic aff ect associated with individual choice. While much research 

in organizational science and consumer behavior has assessed the precedents and con-

sequents of regret, little attention has been paid to regret in political science. The pres-

ent study assesses the relationship between one of the most democratically consequential 

forms of political behavior—voting—and feelings of regret. We examine the extent to which 

citizens regret how they voted after doing so and the factors that might lead one individual 

to be more regretful than another. Relying on surveys in fi ve diff erent countries after 11 

regional and national elections, we find not only that political information leads to a 

decrease in post-election regret, but also that having voted correctly, or having voted in 

accordance with one’s underlying preferences regardless of information, similarly miti-

gates regret. The eff ect of correct voting on regret is greater among the least informed.      

  R
egret is a fundamental element of decision making. 

People frequently experience regret in almost all 

areas of life that require decisions, including con-

sumption (Simonson  1992 ), gambling (Ritov  1996 ), 

and apologizing (Zeelenberg et al.  1998 ). It is con-

sidered to be “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” (Pieters and 

Zeelenberg  2007 , 29). As such, it can be used to do immediate 

psychological damage control as well as to induce longer-term 

learning. Though regret in everyday decisions has been exten-

sively examined, little attention has been paid to regret in political 

choices, such as in voting. There is perhaps good reason for this 

lacuna. Classic democratic theory holds that citizens choose 

the party or candidate whose issue stances most closely resemble 

their own (Downs  1957 ). If people indeed make informed vote 

choices, then there is little reason to believe that they would feel 

they made a mistake and regret their choice after the election. 

However, political research has long shown that the majority of 

the population has relatively low levels of political information, 

both general and campaign-specifi c (Converse  1964 ; Carpini and 

Keeter  1996 ; Zaller  1992 ). In fact, the lack of political sophistication 

among citizens constitutes one of the most consensual fi ndings in 

the political science literature. As such, it is possible that citizens 

indeed regret the choices they make on Election Day after the fact. 

The fi rst question we endeavor to address is thus: does being politi-

cally informed mitigate experiences of post-election regret? 

 Despite citizens’ generally low levels of political information, 

a substantial proportion are nevertheless able to vote in accord-

ance with their underlying preferences, or “correctly” (Lau and 

Redlawsk  1997 ; Lau, Andersen, and Redlawsk  2008 ). This is pos-

sible, the argument goes, through the use of cognitive heuristics. 

In order to circumvent a lack of knowledge, citizens use mental 

shortcuts, such as relying on a candidates’ party affi  liation (Lodge 

and Hamill  1986 ) or likeability (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 

 1991 ) to determine whether to vote for that candidate. The pres-

ent study explores how correct voting aff ects the extent to which 

citizens regret their vote choice after Election Day. Relying on 

data from 11 elections in fi ve diff erent countries, we fi rst assess 

in a comparative context the prevalence of post-election regret. 

Then, taking classic democratic theory as a point of departure, 

we examine the extent to which being politically informed mit-

igates or exacerbates post-election regret. The results show that 

being politically informed is indeed associated with a decrease in 

regret. Yet irrespective of information, we also fi nd that correct 

voting leads to lower levels of regret. That is to say, regardless 

of whether citizens are informed or not, their propensity to feel 

regretful decreases when they vote correctly. The impact of cor-

rect voting is also conditioned by an individual’s level of infor-

mation. While there is a substantial diff erence in regret among 

incorrect and correct voters at low levels of information, the gap 

narrows at higher levels of information.  

 AN OVERVIEW OF ELECTORAL REGRET 

 To understand whether political information and correct voting 

mitigate experiences of regret, it is fi rst necessary to understand 

the prevalence of regret itself. In the context of the Making Electoral 

Democracy Work project, voters in Canada, France, Switzerland, 

Germany, and Spain were asked ex-post the extent to which they 
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if the decision they made was uninformed. Is it possible that 

information operates similarly in the political realm? Citizens are 

notoriously poorly informed about politics. This phenomenon 

is among the most well-documented in social science research 

(Converse  1964 ; Carpini and Keeter  1996 ; Zaller  1992 ). And polit-

ical information affects a multitude of political 

behaviors and attitudes, such as how a person eval-

uates political candidates (Lodge, Steenbergen, 

and Brau  1995 ) and whether he or she participates 

politically (Blais et al.  2009 ; Verba, Scholzman, and 

Brady  1995 ). Because citizens are generally not 

very well informed, they are often considered ill-

equipped to cast a well-reasoned vote. If citizens 

behave politically as they do commercially, as some 

have suggested (O’Cass and Pecotich  2005 ), then 

a lack information might impact people’s post-

election regretfulness much as it does their post-

purchase regretfulness: negatively. People with less 

political information may cast less well-reasoned 

votes, thereby increasing the probability of mak-

ing an error that is later regretted. From this line 

of reasoning, we can formulate a fi rst hypothesis:

     Hypothesis 1:  Political information is negatively 

related to post-election regret.   

  Yet much scholarship has argued that citizens 

are able to overcome informational limits when 

voting. Such studies posit that people are “lim-

ited information processors” or “cognitive misers” 

(Fiske and Taylor  2013 ; Lau and Sears  1986 ) who 

use mental shortcuts to make reasonable decisions 

while circumventing cognitively-intensive processes 

of information gathering. Much theorizing has been 

done about precisely how generally uninformed 

citizens use mental shortcuts to make reasonable 

 POLITICAL INFORMATION, COGNITIVE HEURISTICS, 

AND CORRECT VOTING 

 While most voters do not second-guess their choice after Election 

Day, some nevertheless do. What accounts for differences in 

regretfulness? Much work in organizational science and con-

sumer behavior argues that regret often follows either a sub-

jectively considered poor choice or a poorly-reasoned choice. 

In the context of a national election in the Netherands, Pieters 

and Zeelenberg ( 2005 ) show that inconsistencies between vote 

intentions and vote choices lead to higher levels of post-election 

regret. If vote intentions tap into underlying political preferences 

for at least some voters, then there is reason to believe that voting 

correctly may lead to lower levels of regret as well. Moreover, both 

Pieters and Zeelenberg ( 2005 ) and Connolly and Zeelenberg ( 2002 ) 

show that people are more likely to feel regretful of a decision 

considered the party or candidate for whom they voted to have 

been a good choice. Post-election surveys were conducted in 

regional and national elections in 10 different regions in these 

five countries. The full list of the regions and elections covered 

can be found in the online appendix. All in all, we have 11 dif-

ferent elections and a total of about 27,000 respondents (for 

more information see Blais  2010  and  www.electoraldemocracy.

com ). The Likert scale response options to the regret question 

ranged from indicating that the individual’s choice in the elec-

tion was a “a very bad decision” to indicating it was “a very 

good decision.” Most people do not regret their vote choice 

after the fact. This outcome might be due to a choice-supportive 

bias leading people to retroactively evaluate their choices as 

good in order to avoid a form of cognitive dissonance (Pieters 

and Zeelenberg  2007 ).  Figure 1  presents the proportion of 

citizens that express no post-election regret.  1   French voters 

express the least regret, with 69% of respondents believing 

their choice to have been a very good one, followed by voters in 

Quebec and Ontario, with 67% and 61% respectively. In most of 

the European regions surveyed about 50% of citizens express 

no regret.       

 F i g u r e  1 

  Proportion of Voters with No Regret    

  

It might thus be the case that information is not necessary to reducing error in voting and 
post-election regret. Citizens might be able to cast a vote of which they are proud regardless of 
information level, so long as they have adeptly used heuristics to make a “correct” choice.
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vote choices. Campbell et al. ( 1960 ) famously argued that citizens 

unfamiliar with the policy positions of candidates rely on party 

labels when attempting to approximate a reasoned decision. 

In a later study, Popkin ( 1994 ) proposed several heuristics upon 

which little-informed voters rely when casting a vote, including 

the sociodemographic characteristics of a candidate. Citizens can 

also cast reasonable votes by taking into account the positions 

of groups whose views or interests they share or oppose (Lupia 

 1994 ). In their seminal 1997 study, Lau and Redlawsk evaluate 

how successful citizens actually are in using these cues. They 

found that the majority of citizens are indeed able to use heuris-

tics to “vote correctly,” that is, vote the way they would have had 

they been fully informed. It might thus be the case that informa-

tion is not necessary to reducing error in voting and post-election 

regret. Citizens might be able to cast a vote of which they are 

proud regardless of information level, so long as they have adeptly 

used heuristics to make a “correct” choice. Moreover, political 

information may condition the impact of correct voting on regret. 

Indeed, whether one votes correctly or not should matter most 

for the least informed. This general line of reasoning leads to two 

additional hypotheses:

     Hypothesis 2:  Correct voting is negatively related to post-election 

regret. 

  Hypothesis 3:  The impact of correct voting on post-election regret is 

greatest among the least politically informed.  

    DATA AND METHODS 

 To evaluate these three hypotheses, we rely on public opinion data 

emerging from the Making Electoral Democracy Work (MEDW) 

project. MEDW surveys are online quota- based surveys that 

ensure samples are representative of the population in terms of 

age, gender, education, and region. The data are informative as 

they evaluate the extent to which citizens regret their vote choice 

after Election Day in 11 elections across fi ve diff erent countries 

(see online appendix for a full list of regions and elections). Right 

after the election campaign, individuals who had responded to 

the campaign wave of the survey were re-interviewed and asked 

about the extent to which they feel their decision to vote the way 

they did was a very good decision, a good decision, neither a good 

nor bad decision, a bad decision, or a very bad decision. We 

construct a fi ve-category post-election regret scale, coded from 0 

(if the respondent believes he/she made a very good decision) to 1 

(if he/she thinks that it was a very bad decision), with each cate-

gory in between corresponding to the response options in order. 

In total, 11,097 people responded to the question. The MEDW 

data also include a question asking people to match political can-

didates’ pictures with their correct parties, which we rely on to 

capture respondent’s levels of campaign-specifi c political infor-

mation. A respondent has a score of 1 on the continuous measure 

if he or she was able to match all of the candidates’ pictures with 

their respective names and a score of 0 if he or she was not able 

to match any. 

 In developing a measure of correct voting, we rely on Lau, 

Andersen and Redlawsk’s ( 2008 ) “normative naive” measure. 

The measure is developed by first estimating the utility each 

respondent derives from a political party with respect to each of 

the three factors—party identifi cation, economic evaluations, and 

ideological proximity—and then calculating for every respondent 

the party that maximizes their utility across these three factors. 

If a person voted for their utility-maximizing party, they are 

coded as having voted correctly (1) and if they voted for any other 

party, they are coded as having voted incorrectly (0).  2   All control 

variables are also coded between 0 and 1. The hypotheses are 

evaluated using ordered logistic regression analyses. Each model 

also controls for having voted for the winning party, as research 

shows having voted for a losing party may encourage a person to 

distance himself or herself from that party, and regret may be a 

distancing mechanism (Boen et al.  2002 ; Pieters and Zeelenberg 

 2005 ).   

 RESULTS 

 Before evaluating whether being informed or having voted cor-

rectly mitigate experiences of post-election regret, we examine the 

relationships between information and regret and the joint prev-

alence of correct voting and regret. As previously demonstrated, 

the majority of citizens have no regret when it comes to their vote 

choices. Political information is slightly negatively correlated with 

regret, at -0.11, suggesting that the politically well- informed are 

somewhat less regretful than the ill-informed. Similarly, correct 

voters tend to be less regretful than incorrect voters. As  table 1  

shows, slightly more correct voters are very satisfied with their 

vote choice than incorrect voters, at 60% and 50% respectively. 

The proportion of citizens that regret their vote choice, feeling it 

was either a bad decision or a very bad decision, is higher among 

incorrect voters than correct voters. Overall, however, few peo-

ple in either category regret their electoral choice. Again, this is 

likely related to the psychological tendency to remember choices 

as being better than they were. Though there seems to be some 

relationship between voting correctly and regretting one’s vote 

choice, it might be the product of external factors, such as diff er-

ential levels of education among correct and incorrect voters. It 

remains possible that the observed relationships between polit-

ical information and regret and correct voting and regret refl ect 

other extraneous diff erences between citizens. In order to eval-

uate the independent impact of political information on feelings 

of regret, we estimate an ordered logistic regression assessing the 

impact of information when sociodemographic factors are taken 

into account. The model also includes fixed country effects to 

capture any systematic diff erences across the countries in which 

the surveys were conducted.  3   As  table 2  highlights, political infor-

mation is indeed negatively related to feeling regretful of one’s 

vote choice after the election, when sociodemographic factors 

and having voted for the winning party are taken into consider-

ation. This eff ect is statistically signifi cant at the p < 0.05 level. 

A very well-informed individual has a 71% predicted probability of 

not regretting her vote choice at all. By contrast, an ill-informed 

 Ta b l e  1 

  Correct Voting and Regret Distribution  

  Voted Incorrectly Voted Correctly  

Very bad decision  22 (0.63%) 15 (0.32%) 

Fairly bad decision 79 (2.24%) 83 (1.75%) 

Fairly good decision 1652 (46.95%) 1810 (38.23%) 

Very good decision 1766 (50.18%) 2826 (59.70%) 

Total 3519 (42.64%) 4734 (57.36%)  
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person has a 59% predicted probability of not regretting her deci-

sion. The data thus appear to support the first hypothesis that 

political information mitigates experiences of post-election regret.         

 Regardless of information, do those who vote correctly, all 

else being equal, experience similarly lower levels of regret? 

A second ordered logistic regression re-estimates the fi rst model 

with the inclusion of the “normative naive” measure of correct 

voting. As the second column of  table 2  shows, when the eff ect 

of information is parsed out, having voted correctly leads to a 

decrease in the extent to which an individual regrets his or her 

electoral choice (p < 0.05). Since few correct voters regret their 

vote choice and most people believe they made a good choice, it 

is substantively more interesting to assess how correct voting 

aff ects the probability of not regretting one’s choice at all. There 

is a 67% predicted probability that a correct voter will believe 

her electoral choice was a very good one and thus experience 

no post-election regret, all other factors held at their means. By 

contrast, there is only a 55% probability that an incorrect voter 

would feel the same way. As such, the second hypothesis—that 

correct voting is negatively related to electoral regret—is also 

supported by the data. 

 Our final hypothesis posits that correct voting and political 

information might not actually be independent of one another, 

and that the eff ect of correct voting on post-election regret is con-

ditioned by an individual’s level of political information. To esti-

mate whether the impact of correct voting on post-election regret 

is diff erent across diff erent levels of information, we estimate a 

third and fi nal regression model, presented in the third column 

of  table 2 . The statistically signifi cant coeffi  cient on the interac-

tion term suggests that the impact of correct voting on regret is 

indeed diff erent for people at diff erent points of the information 

spectrum. As expected, diff erences in the probabilities that cor-

rect and incorrect voters avoid regret entirely are higher among 

the least informed. Thus, the data also support our third hypoth-

esis. An incorrect voter with no political information (0 on the 

information scale) has only a 40% predicted probability of avoid-

ing regret entirely, whereas a very well-informed incorrect voter 

(1 on the scale) has a 60% predicted probability of falling in 

that category. Conversely, the difference in the probability of 

experiencing no regret among uninformed and informed correct 

voters is smaller, less than 10 percentage points. Moreover, diff er-

ences in the probabilities that correct and incorrect voters avoid 

having to face any regret are 

greater at lower than higher 

ends of the political informa-

tion spectrum. 

    CONCLUSION 

 This study aimed to assess 

whether political information 

and correct voting aff ect the 

extent to which citizens regret 

the choices they made on Elec-

tion Day. We fi nd that regret 

is less prevalent among the 

politically well-informed and 

those who vote correctly. Cor-

respondingly, we find that 

higher regret is more prev-

alent among the less well 

informed and those who vote 

incorrectly. Both political infor-

mation and correct voting 

lead to a lesser propensity to 

regret one’s vote choice net 

of one another. There is also 

heterogeneity in the effect of 

correct voting across levels of 

political information. Correct 

voting attenuates regret to a 

greater extent among the less 

well-informed. At higher levels 

of information, diff erences in 

regret among correct voters 

 Ta b l e  2 

  Information, Correct Voting, and Post-Election Regret  

  Post-Election Regret 

 (1) (2) (3)  

Correct voting  –0.447*** (0.047) –0.686*** (0.128) 

Political information –0.572*** (0.069) –0.461*** (0.084) –0.644*** (0.123) 

Age –0.007*** (0.001) –0.009*** (0.002) –0.009*** (0.002) 

Woman 0.122*** (0.040) 0.075 (0.047) 0.073 (0.047) 

Below high school 0.068 (0.067) 0.105 (0.081) 0.103 (0.081) 

University degree 0.043 (0.046) 0.0005 (0.053) 0.001 (0.053) 

Voted for winner –0.487*** (0.042) –0.415*** (0.049) –0.413*** (0.049) 

Canada –0.525*** (0.075) –0.509*** (0.082) –0.506*** (0.082) 

France –0.663*** (0.080) –0.742*** (0.089) –0.731*** (0.089) 

Germany –0.077 (0.058) –0.061 (0.065) –0.057 (0.065) 

Switzerland 0.237*** (0.070) 0.195** (0.085) 0.199** (0.085) 

Correct vote × political information 0.320** (0.159) 

 Intercept 1 (Low to low-mid) –0.770 (0.093) –1.011 (0.114) –1.141 (0.133) 

 Intercept 2 (Low-mid to mid) 1.845 (0.097) 2.228 (0.126) 2.101 (0.142) 

 Intercept 3 (Mid to mid-high) 2.823 (0.108) 2.571 (0.131) 2.444 (0.147) 

 Intercept 4 (Mid-high to high) 4.386 (0.158) 4.183 (0.195) 4.055 (0.206) 

Observations 10,400 7,867 7,867 

AIC 16277.92 12077.56 12075.50  

    Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.  

  *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01  

  Data: Making Electoral Democracy Work.    

   Both political information and correct voting lead to a lesser propensity to regret one’s vote 
choice net of one another. 
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and incorrect voters are substantially less than at lower levels of 

information. Thus, having voted correctly matters for an indi-

vidual’s vote choice most when he or she is not well-informed. 

Such individuals may be those who, despite not having very 

much information, are nevertheless able to make good use of 

heuristics. 

 More research is necessary to understand the relationships 

between information and correct voting and electoral regret. The 

less informed may be less likely to regret their choice when vot-

ing correctly because they are better able to use relevant cognitive 

heuristics when deciding for whom to vote. By contrast, the better 

informed may be less likely to regret their vote choice even when 

they do not vote correctly if they are voting strategically—an act 

typically constrained to the well-informed—instead of in accord-

ance with their underlying preferences. Better-informed voters 

may also simply be better equipped to rationalize their choices. 

Citizens may also be conflicted between voting correctly and 

“jumping on the bandwagon” to vote for the party deemed most 

likely to win. Indeed, we fi nd voting for the winning party con-

sistently exerts a negative eff ect on regret levels, implying there 

is a psychological incentive to vote for the winner. However, a 

measure of which parties voters expected to win prior to the elec-

tion would be necessary in order to directly examine the tradeoff  

between these two voting strategies. 

 Ultimately, more research is needed to understand the pre-

cise mechanism underlying the relationship between having 

voted correctly and experiencing a lower level of post-election 

regret. The present study endeavors to lay the foundation for the 

development of our understanding of what leads voters to regret 

or not the decisions they make. Other disciplines have looked 

at how people react ex post facto to the choices they make. We 

are aware of no prior research that examines what makes people 

happy or unhappy with their decision to support a given party 

or candidate. Political scientists have devoted much research to 

examining what makes citizens happy or unhappy with the way 

democracy works (Anderson et al.  2005 ) yet we know almost 

nothing about what makes voters satisfi ed or dissatisfi ed with 

their own personal decisions. We hope this study will spur further 

investigation of this question.   

 SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL 

 To view supplementary material for this article, please visit  http://

dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1049096516001372 . *        

  N O T E S 

     1.     Regions surveyed within national elections are collapsed because the results do 
not substantially vary.  

     2.     The utility values are unweighted, but Lau, Andersen and Redlawsk ( 2008 ) 
demonstrate that unweighted values are not importantly different from 
weighted ones.  

     3.     The inclusion of regional fi xed eff ects yields the same substantive results. To 
evaluate whether the baseline probabilities of being in each of the fi ve ordered 
categories differ across countries, as well as whether the changes in these 
probabilities due to the covariates diff er across countries, we have estimated 
all models separately for each country in the appendix. The values are largely 
constant.    
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