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The functions of regret and thoughts about what might have been 

Reflecting on past failures is unpleasant. Different types of emotions may arise, and 

we may come to the conclusion that the problem was caused by our own actions. Yet, 

individuals do reflect on how things may have turned out differently, and they 

experience emotions like regret. The functional approach assumes that regret and 

counterfactuals facilitate a behavioral correction, and are therefore core features of 

self-regulation. In the present talk, I will outline recent empirical examples testing this 

approach in more fundamental contexts, but also in more applied contexts like health, 

risk perception, and the response to negative feedback. 
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