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Abstract
Recent claims contrast relief experienced because a period of unpleasant uncertainty has ended and an outcome has materialized
(temporal relief)—regardless of whether it is one’s preferred outcome—with relief experienced because a particular outcome has
occurred, when the alternative was unpalatable (counterfactual relief). Two studies (N = 993), one run the day after the United
Kingdom left the European Union and one the day after Joe Biden’s inauguration, confirmed these claims. ‘‘Leavers’’ and Biden voters
experienced high levels of relief, and less regret and disappointment than ‘‘Remainers’’ and Trump voters. ‘‘Remainers’’ and Trump
voters showed an effect of precursor, experiencing little relief about the outcome that had occurred but stronger relief that a deci-
sion had been implemented. Only Trump voters who believed the election was over showed this precursor effect. Results suggest at
least two different triggering conditions for relief and indicate a role for anticipated relief in voting behavior.
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Although relief is a commonly experienced emotion, it
remains understudied by psychologists. Recent theoretical
accounts of relief (Deutsch et al., 2015; Hoerl, 2015;
Sweeny & Vohs, 2012) hold that it is experienced under
two different circumstances: when an aversive event (e.g., a
painful procedure) ends, or on learning that an undesirable
outcome has been avoided (e.g., finding out that one hasn’t
failed an exam). Following Hoerl (2015), we will refer to
relief occurring after an unpleasant experience has ended
as temporal relief and relief occurring on learning that an
undesirable outcome has been avoided as counterfactual
relief. Several accounts of relief make predictions about its
function. Whereas the function of counterfactual relief is
said to relate to its effects on subsequent decision making,
the function of temporal relief has been linked to the effect
of its anticipation on people’s willingness to undergo
unpleasant but ultimately beneficial experiences (Hoerl,
2015; Sweeny & Vohs, 2012). Despite this recent psycholo-
gical theorizing about different precursors and functions of
relief, there is little empirical evidence of a distinction, or
exploration of its usefulness in understanding people’s
experience of the social world. We aim to redress this
imbalance between theory and evidence.

To our knowledge, the only relevant evidence comes
from Sweeny and Vohs’s (2012) laboratory demonstration
that counterfactual and temporal relief have different

psychological consequences. Although this is important
preliminary evidence that counterfactual relief can be dis-
sociated from temporal relief, there are unanswered ques-
tions. Specifically, to what extent can dissociations be
observed outside of controlled laboratory settings? Can
this distinction help us make sense of mixed emotions fol-
lowing complex real-world events? What is the relation
between each relief type and the contrasting counterfactual
emotions of disappointment and regret? Whereas disap-
pointment may be experienced when an outcome is not as
we would have wished, regret is typically experienced when
we are responsible for the decision that led to that bad out-
come (Zeelenberg et al., 1998). Due to the nature of the
real-world events we studied, disappointment is likely the
most appropriate comparison emotion. On the contrary,
relief is frequently treated as an antonym of regret (e.g.,
Coricelli et al., 2005; Weisberg & Beck, 2012) and it is often
assumed that the experience of regret precludes the
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experience of relief. Thus, we compared both disappoint-
ment and regret with relief. As we will explore, it is possible
that counterfactual and temporal relief may have different
relations with regret and disappointment.

Relief and Political Events

Our primary aim in this article is to examine whether the
distinction between counterfactual and temporal relief
helps us to understand people’s feelings at the end of two
drawn-out political events. By studying the emotions expe-
rienced by people following the conclusion of these events,
we hoped to provide additional evidence for the distinction
between relief precursors. Using divisive political events
meant that we could examine emotional responses to
shared events as a function of whether people had voted
for or against the outcome. Arguably, this homogeneity of
experience provides a degree of quasi-experimental control
not possible in studies of emotional responses to decisions
that have relied on participants recalling idiosyncratic life
events (e.g., studies of regret and disappointment by
Gilovich & Medvec, 1994 and Zeelenberg et al., 1998). We
also aimed to examine the relation between people’s regret
and disappointment about those events, and their feelings
of both temporal and counterfactual relief.

Our studies also serve to broaden the range of emotions
considered relevant to an understanding of political psy-
chology. Work on regret in voters suggests that it reveals
the extent to which their vote was discordant with the vot-
er’s underlying preferences (Blais & Kilibarda, 2016). In
this vein, voter regret was the topic of much speculation fol-
lowing the Brexit referendum (see Curtice, 2018). On the
contrary, experiencing less regret after voting for an
election-winner has been suggested as a psychological bene-
fit of backing the winner, also known as a ‘‘bandwagon
effect’’ (Blais & Kilibarda, 2016). Although studying voter
relief may be equally revealing with respect to voters’ moti-
vations in voting, to our knowledge, ours are the first stud-
ies to explore relief experienced in response to the outcomes
of national polls or political processes.

The absence of research on relief in such contexts is
striking given that a dominant model of the role of emo-
tions in political psychology emphasizes the importance of
fear and anxiety in determining political attitudes and
behavior (Brader & Marcus, 2013; Marcus et al., 2000).
Indeed, anxiety is associated with the extent to which peo-
ple rely on political predispositions versus situational cues
when forming political judgments (Brader, 2005; Marcus
et al., 2005; Vasilopoulou & Wagner, 2017; but see Ladd &
Lenz, 2008). Under at least one account (Deutsch et al.,
2015), relief is always preceded by a period of worry or
anxiety. Thus, to the extent that people experience anxiety
during prolonged and uncertain political processes, relief is
likely to be a common feature when such processes end
and merits attention on that basis alone. Moreover, based

on arguments that the function of temporal relief is related
to its anticipation (Hoerl, 2015; Sweeny & Vohs, 2012), the
study of relief experienced when political uncertainty ends
may shed light on why some voters cross party lines and
vote in accordance with situational cues and against their
political predispositions. Although we did not examine vot-
ers’ experiences of anxiety prior to outcomes being known,
in Study 2 we examined whether relief experiences differ
among voters with similar political predispositions, depen-
dent on whether their votes crossed party lines.

The Current Studies

The social events that we studied were Brexit in the United
Kingdom and the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election. The
United Kingdom left the European Union (EU) on
January 31, 2020. The country had been evenly divided,
between pro-Brexit ‘‘Leavers’’ and anti-Brexit
‘‘Remainers,’’ over the decision about whether and how to
honor the result of the 2016 EU referendum (NatCen
Social Research, 2020). The (largely) pro-Brexit
Conservative party won the general election in December
2019 and a parliamentary decision to leave was quickly
implemented. Similarly, following a bitter, closely fought
election in November 2020, and a highly controversial
intervening period during which the results were contested,
Joe Biden was inaugurated as U.S. President on January
20, 2021. Consideration of the drawn-out nature of such
political events and the polarized perspectives on their out-
comes led us to formulate two hypotheses based on the dis-
tinction between temporal and counterfactual relief. First,
there may be two different reasons to feel relief about an
outcome: that it has finally materialized thereby ending
uncertainty or anxiety (temporal relief), or that this partic-
ular outcome has materialized, when the alternative was
perceived to be relatively worse (counterfactual relief).
Second, because of the possibility that relief can have a
purely temporal precursor, one might simultaneously feel
relief that an outcome has finally occurred yet experience
regret or disappointment that the outcome itself was worse
than the alternative.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted one study the
day after the United Kingdom left the EU and another the
day after Biden’s inauguration. We asked participants
about the degree to which they felt several emotions,
including relief, regret, and disappointment that (a) this
stage

1

of Brexit or the U.S. Presidential Election was over
and (b) the political process had produced the outcome that
it had. We predicted Remainers and Trump voters would
indicate low levels of counterfactual relief and high levels of
regret and disappointment about the outcome of the politi-
cal process but at least moderate levels of temporal relief
that the event was over. Leavers and Biden voters, in con-
trast, were predicted to indicate high levels of both types of
relief and low levels of regret and disappointment.
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Study 1

Method

Participants. In total, 500 adult participants were recruited
via Prolific (https://www.prolific.co/; see Table 1 for demo-
graphic information). The sample size was based on an a
priori power analysis conducted using G*Power 3 (Faul
et al., 2007) to test analysis of variance (ANOVA) main
effects and interactions with medium effect size (h2

p = .06)
and alpha level of .05 (see Supplemental Online Materials
for further details). Results showed a sample of 206 was
required to achieve a power of .95. Given that approxi-
mately 50% of the U.K. population voted in the referen-
dum (Vesey-Byrne, 2020), this number was doubled and
then rounded up to N = 500 to account for possible miss-
ing/incomplete data. As per voting criteria, only those
residing in the United Kingdom or in a British Overseas
Territory were eligible to take part. The study took approx-
imately 4 min to complete, and participants received £0.40
(GBP) for their participation. Ethical approval for both
studies was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of
the first author’s university.

Materials and Procedure. Participants completed the ques-
tionnaire on February 1, 2020, the day after the United
Kingdom legally left the EU. The full text of the question-
naires used in each study is reproduced in the Supplemental
Online Materials. Following demographic questions, parti-
cipants were asked how they voted in the 2016 EU referen-
dum. Participants were then provided with a description of
the current state of the Brexit process and asked to rate the
extent to which they felt six emotions (regretful, relieved,
triumphant, excited, disappointed, and fearful) about two
aspects of the EU referendum. Specifically, participants
were asked a question focused on the ending of the period
of uncertainty, that is, that this stage of Brexit was over,
and a decision had been implemented to leave the EU, fol-
lowed by a question focused on the outcome itself, namely,
the decision to leave the EU. Participants rated each of the
six emotions using a 100-point visual analogue scale rang-
ing from not at all to extremely. Ratings for the relief probe
following each question were used as measures of temporal
and counterfactual relief, respectively. Following this, those
participants who indicated that they voted in the

referendum were asked whether they regretted how they
voted. Participants who indicated that they did not vote
but were eligible to do so were asked whether they regretted
not voting. Responses to both questions probing regret
were given on a 100-point visual analogue scale anchored
No, not at all to the left and Yes, a lot to the right.

Results

Emotion ratings by voter-group (Remainer, Leaver) and
question focus (stage over, decision to leave) can be seen in
Figure 1.

A mixed ANOVA with emotion and question focus as
within-subject factors, and voter-group as a between-
subjects factor, revealed a three-way interaction between
question focus, emotion, and voter-group, F(1.89, 696) =
19.4, p \ .001, h2

p = .05. To explore the significant inter-
action, separate ANOVAs with emotion and question as
factors were conducted for each of the voter-groups. Note,
for both studies, post hoc tests have been Bonferroni-
corrected.

Leavers. Results revealed a main effect of emotion, F(2,
246) = 132, p \ .001, h2

p = .52, such that Leavers felt sig-
nificantly more relief than regret (Mdifference = 48.2, 95%
confidence interval [CI] = [40.0, 56.8], p \ .001) or disap-
pointment (Mdifference = 52.3, 95% CI = [43.6, 52.3], p \
.001). No other effects were significant.

Remainers. Results indicated a main effect of emotion in
Remainers, F(1, 246) = 265, p \ .001, h2

p = .52.
Remainers felt significantly less relief than regret (Mdifference

= 50.0, 95% CI = [43.8, 56.2], p \ .001) or disappoint-
ment (Mdifference = 52.5, 95% CI = [46.3, 58.7], p \ .001).
As predicted, a significant interaction between emotion and
question was observed, F(2, 492)=74.9, p\.001, h2

p = .23.
A series of t tests indicated that the interaction between

emotion and question focus was driven by differing effects
of the question focus variable on different emotions.
Specifically, Remainers felt much more relieved about the
current stage of Brexit being over than they did about the
decision to leave the EU, Mdifference = 20.6, 95% CI =
[15.3, 25.8], t(246) = 10.5, p \ .001, d = 0.67. Conversely,
these participants felt more regretful about the decision to

Table 1. Demographic Information for Study 1.

Voter-group Leave voters Remain voters No vote

n 124 (73.4% female) 247 (69.6% female) 126 (70.0% female)
Mage(years) (SD) 43.1 (13.0) 36.5 (10.8) 29.0 (8.94)

Note. Three participants were excluded as they did not disclose their vote. The main analysis of Study 1 included only participants who voted (n = 371).

Given the exclusion of participants, a post hoc power analysis was performed on the observed effects for both studies. These are reported in the

Supplemental Online Materials as are data from all participants on all measures which are accessible at the following link: https://osf.io/dw4ft/.
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leave the EU than they did about the current stage of
Brexit being over, Mdifference = 5.31, 95% CI = [.05 10.6],
t(246) = 3.54, p \ .001, d = 0.23. A similar pattern was
observed in their disappointment ratings, Mdifference =
9.42, 95% CI = [4.17, 14.7], t(246) = 5.09, p \ .001, d =
0.32.

Comparing Remainers to Leavers. Leavers felt more relief than
Remainers about both the decision to leave the EU,
Mdifference = 54.9, 95% CI = [49.2, 60.6], t(369) = 19.0, p
\ .001, d = 2.09, and the current stage of Brexit being
over, Mdifference = 39.5, 95% CI = [32.8, 46.3], t(369) =
11.6, p \ .001, d = 1.27. Conversely, Remainers felt more
regret than Leavers about both the decision to leave the
EU, Mdifference = 53.9, 95% CI = [47.2, 60.6], t(369) =
15.8, p \ .001, d = 1.73, and the current stage of Brexit
being over, Mdifference = 48.2, 95% CI = [41.5, 54.8],
t(369) = 14.2, p \ .001, d = 1.57. Similarly, Remainers
felt more disappointment than Leavers regarding both the
decision to leave the EU, Mdifference = 62.0, 95% CI =
[51.0, 62.0], t(369) = 19.6, p \ .001, d = 2.16, and the cur-
rent stage of Brexit being over, Mdifference = 53.1, 95% CI
= [42.0, 64.2], t(369) = 15.7, p \ .001, d = 1.73.

Referendum Vote Regret. A Mann–Whitney U test, U =
19,049, p \ .001, r = .24, indicated that Leavers reported
higher vote regret ratings (M = 21.3, 95% CI = [15.5,
27.0]) than Remainers (M = 7.91, 95% CI = [5.36, 10.5]).

Discussion

Relief was the dominant emotion among Leavers, while
regret and disappointment dominated over relief among
Remainers. As predicted, unlike Leavers, Remainers
reported greater relief when asked about the current stage
of Brexit being over, while their regret and disappointment
levels were higher when asked about the decision to leave.
In line with previous research (e.g., British Election Study,
2016), Leavers reported greater vote regret than Remainers.

Study 2

The results of Study 1 confirm our hypotheses that the
emotional responses of voters on the losing side of Brexit
would distinguish between temporal relief, that an outcome
has materialized thus ending a period of anxiety, and coun-
terfactual relief, that the outcome was better than it might
have been. As predicted, Remainers experienced moderate

Figure 1. Distribution of Emotion Ratings from Study 1 by Voter-Group and Emotion
Note. Points are individual scores; red lines indicate mean; black lines indicate median; boxes depict first and third quartiles; and whiskers depict maximum and

minimum values within 1.5 times the interquartile range.
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levels of temporal relief relative to their low levels of coun-
terfactual relief. In Study 2, we sought to generalize this
finding to U.S. voters’ reactions to the results of the 2020
American Presidential election. Unlike the Brexit referen-
dum, U.S. elections tend to play out along party lines with
Republican- and Democrat-supporting voters encouraged
to vote according to their political predispositions.
Depending on voting patterns, this may allow us to exam-
ine relief among voters who voted either in accordance
with or contrary to those predispositions. Furthermore, as
it became clear in the aftermath of the election that some
voters would not accept the result, we also asked partici-
pants whether they thought that the election was over. We
hypothesized that voters on the losing side would experi-
ence more temporal than counterfactual relief only if they
considered the election to be over.

Method

Participants. In total, 501 adult participants were recruited
via Prolific (https://www.prolific.co/; see Table 2 for demo-
graphic information). The same determination of sample
size as Study 1 was used (see Supplemental Online
Materials) given that a similar proportion (;60%) of the
U.S. population voted in the election (Desilver, 2021).
Only Americans residing in the United States of America
were eligible to participate. Participants received the U.S.
dollar equivalent of £0.40 (GBP) for their participation.

Materials and Procedure. Participants completed the ques-
tionnaire on January 21, 2021 (the day after the
Presidential inauguration). Following demographic ques-
tions, participants were asked how they voted in the 2020
Presidential election. Participants were then provided with
a description of the position after the inauguration and
asked to rate the extent to which they felt the same emo-
tions as used in Study 1: (a) about the Presidential election
being over and then (b) about Joe Biden having been con-
firmed as the winner of Presidential election.

Following this, and using the same scale as in Study 1,
those participants who indicated that they voted in the elec-
tion were asked whether they regretted how they voted.
Participants who indicated that they did not vote but were
eligible to do so were asked whether they regretted not vot-
ing in the election. Finally, participants were asked to indi-
cate whether they agreed that the 2020 Presidential election
was over.

Results

To test our primary hypotheses about temporal and coun-
terfactual relief, we compared the emotion ratings of Biden
voters with Trump voters. Emotion ratings per voter-group

(Biden, Trump) and question focus (election over, election
outcome) can be seen in Figure 2.

A mixed ANOVA with voter-group as a between-
subjects factor and emotion and question focus as within-
subject factors revealed a significant three-way interaction
between question focus, emotion, and voter-group; F(1.84,
777) = 12.6, p \ .001, h2

p = .03. Separate ANOVAs with
emotion and question as factors were conducted for each
of the voter-groups.

Biden Voters. Results revealed a main effect of emotion,
F(1.25, 332) = 1,990, p \ .001, h2

p = .88, with Biden vot-
ers reporting more relief than regret (Mdifference = 83.2,
95% CI = [79.1, 87.2], p \ .001) or disappointment
(Mdifference = 80.5, 95% CI = [76.1, 85.0], p \ .001), and
more disappointment than regret (Mdifference = 2.63, 95%
CI = [0.88, 4.37], p = .001).

Trump Voters. Results indicated a main effect of emotion,
F(1.64, 255) = 42.8, p \ .001, h2

p = .22, with Trump vot-
ers reporting more disappointment than relief (Mdifference =
31.3, 95% CI = [20.8, 41.7], p \ .001) or regret (Mdifference

= 27.0, 95% CI = [20.2, 33.7], p \ .001). As predicted, a
significant interaction between emotion and question focus
was observed in Trump voters, F(1.84, 286) = 12.5, p \
.001, h2

p = .074. Examination of the means involved in this
interaction revealed that Trump voters felt significantly
more relief that the election was over (M = 42.5, 95% CI

Table 2. Demographic Information for Study 2.

Candidate voted for
Political predisposition

Democrat Republican

Biden
n 232 (60.8% female) 36 (63.9% female)
Mage(years) (SD) 32.4 (11.8) 32.8 (8.6)

Trump
n 3 (66.7% female) 181 (49.7% female)
Mage(years) (SD) 27.7 (13.3) 37.7 (13.2)

Other
n 1 (100% female) 6 (0% female)
Mage(years) (SD) 29.0 (NA) 29.7 (4.2)

No vote
n 14 (42.9% female) 23 (47.8% female)
Mage(years) (SD) 22.4 (6.3) 29.5 (11.5)

Note. We recruited approximately equal number of participants identifying on

Prolific as Democrat or Republican. Five participants were excluded as they

did not disclose their vote; 30 Republican participants (27 Trump voters, 3

‘‘no vote’’ participants) reported that they did not believe the election was

over. The main analysis of Study 2 included only participants who believed

the election was over, and voted for Biden (n = 268, 57.5% female, Mage =

32.4 years, SDage = 11.4) or Trump (n = 157, 49% female, Mage = 36.9 years,

SDage = 12.8). NA = not applicable.
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= [36.9, 48.0]) than about its outcome, M = 31.5, 95% CI
= [26.4, 36.7], t(156) = 4.71, p \ .001, d= 0.38.

Trump Voters Versus Biden Voters. Biden voters felt more relief
than Trump voters about both the election being over, U
= 36,967, p \ .001, r = .76, and the outcome of the elec-
tion, U = 38,714, p \ .001, r = .84. Conversely, Trump
voters felt more regret than Biden voters about both the
election being over, U = 8,454, p \ .001, r = .60, and its
outcome, U = 6,904, p \ .001, r = .67. Similarly, Trump
voters felt more disappointment than Biden voters about
both the election being over, U = 3,541, p \ .001, r = .76,
and its outcome, U = 3,849, p \ .001, r = .82.

Differences Between Republican Voters. To determine whether
election-over beliefs affected differences between temporal
and counterfactual relief, we carried out an exploratory
mixed ANOVA on the ratings of participants identifying as
Republican. Group (Biden voters [n = 36], Trump voters
who believed the election was over [n = 154], Trump voters
who did not believe the election was over [n = 27]) was
included as a between-subjects factor and emotion (relief,
regret, disappointment) and question focus (election over,
election outcome) as within-subject factors. Emotion rat-
ings for Republican voters are presented in Figure 3.

The results contained significant two-way interactions
between emotion and group, and emotion and question
focus. The two-way interaction between emotion and
group, F(3.46, 369.9) = 53.1, p \ .001, h2

p = .33, reveals

differences in the dominant emotions of each group of
Republican voters and differences in emotions between
groups. Specifically, Biden-voting Republicans reported
significantly more relief than regret or disappointment
(both Mdifferenceø 65.6, 95% CI = [ø 42.2, ł 89.7], both
ps \ .001), Trump voters who believed the election was
over reported more disappointment than regret or relief
(both Mdifferenceø 27.3, 95% CI = [ø 10.1, ł 44.4], both
ps \ .001), and Trump voters who did not believe the elec-
tion was over reported more disappointment than regret or
relief (both Mdifferenceø 49.4, 95% CI = [ø 22.5,
ł 108.5], both ps \ .001) and more regret than relief
(Mdifference = 32.1, 95% CI = [5.10, 59.0], p = .005). In
addition, Biden voters reported more relief (Mdifferenceø

42.3, 95% CI = [ø 25.1, ł 92.9]) and less regret (both
Mdifferenceø 28.1, 95% CI = [ø 5.54, ł 52.8]) or disap-
pointment (both Mdifferenceø 53.8, 95% CI = [ø 36.6,
ł 101.5]) than either of the other groups (all ps \ .01).
Trump voters who believed the election was over reported
more relief (Mdifference = 27.0, 95% CI = [7.60, 46.3], p \
.001) and less disappointment (Mdifference = 32.1, 95% CI
= [5.10, 59.0], p = .003) than Trump voters who did not
believe the election was over.

The two-way interaction between emotion and question
focus, F(1.87, 390.9) = 6.77, p = .002, h2

p = .031, is driven
by the effect of question focus on relief but not regret or
disappointment ratings. Participants reported more
relief when asked about the election being over than about
the outcome (Mdifference = 8.56, 95% CI = [1.95, 15.2],
p = .002).

Figure 2. Distribution of Emotion Ratings from Study 2 by Voter-Group and Emotion
Note. Points are individual scores; red lines indicate mean; black lines indicate median; boxes depict first and third quartiles; and whiskers depict
maximum and minimum values within 1.5 times the interquartile range. Only Trump voters who believed the election was over are included.
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Critical to our secondary hypothesis, exploration of the
non-significant three-way interaction reveals that only
Republicans who voted for Trump and believed the elec-
tion was over reported significantly more relief that the
election was over than about the outcome (Mdifference =
11.1, 95% CI = [3.77, 18.5], p \ .001). Within groups, no
other emotion ratings differed significantly due to question
focus.

Vote Regret. A Mann–Whitney U test indicated significant
variation in vote regret between Biden voters and Trump
voters who believed the election was over, U = 16,883, p
\ .001, r = .20. Trump voters reported feeling more
regretful about how they voted (M = 13.7, 95% CI =
[9.52, 18.0]) than Biden voters (M = 3.28, 95% CI =
[1.93, 4.63]). When only Republican participants are con-
sidered, Welch’s ANOVA showed a significant main effect
of group, F(2, 80.6) = 20.23, p \ .001, h2

p = .033. Post
hoc tests indicated that among those Republicans who
believed the election was over, Biden voters reported signif-
icantly more vote regret than Trump voters (Mdifference =
8.31, 95% CI = [1.02, 15.6], p = .022).

Discussion

The results of Study 2 indicate that relief is the dominant
emotion among Biden voters (regardless of party affilia-
tion), while among Trump voters, disappointment is felt
more acutely than relief or regret. Unlike Biden voters,
Trump voters reported feeling more relieved that the

election was over than about the outcome. Importantly,
this result is confined to Trump voters who believed the
election was over. Trump voters who did not believe the
election was over experienced extremely low levels of relief
about both aspects of the process.

General Discussion

Those who voted to remain in the EU in the 2016 Brexit
referendum expressed high levels of regret and disappoint-
ment and low levels of relief about the parliamentary deci-
sion to leave the EU. Strikingly, Remainers expressed
much higher levels of relief that a decision had been made
and implemented than that the implemented decision was
to leave, a pattern consistent with temporal relief occurring
in the absence of counterfactual relief. Contrastingly,
Leavers expressed high levels of relief and low levels of
regret and disappointment, both that the parliamentary
decision to leave had been made and implemented, and
that the decision was to leave. That is, this group showed a
pattern suggesting both temporal and counterfactual relief.
The details of these two patterns were replicated among
voters in the 2020 U.S. Presidential election. Trump voters
expressed high levels of disappointment but lower levels of
relief about the outcome of the election, and more relief
that the electoral process was over than that Biden had
won. Biden voters, on the contrary, expressed high levels
of relief and very low levels of disappointment and regret
about the outcome of the election and the fact that their
preferred candidate had won. These results are consistent

Figure 3. Distribution of Emotion Ratings of Republicans by Vote and Election-Over Beliefs
Note. Points are individual scores; red lines indicate mean; black lines indicate median; boxes depict first and third quartiles; and whiskers
depict maximum and minimum values within 1.5 times the interquartile range.
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with our hypotheses that one can feel relief about different
aspects of an outcome, and that regret, disappointment,
and relief can be felt simultaneously about different aspects
of the same outcome. Thus, in demonstrating that people,
following real-world events, may experience different levels
of temporal relief—about a period of uncertainty ending—
when compared with counterfactual relief—about the
nature of the outcome itself—the results offer strong and
novel empirical support for distinctions between different
types of precursor to relief (Deutsch et al., 2015; Hoerl,
2015; Sweeny & Vohs, 2012).

It is striking that we have observed the same pattern of
results in two different Western democracies and in rela-
tion to two different types of political events (for differ-
ences between referenda and national elections, see LeDuc,
2002). Moreover, while the liberal side lost the Brexit refer-
endum, the conservative side lost the 2020 U.S. election.
Yet in both cases, voters on the losing side reported signifi-
cantly stronger levels of relief that the process was over
than they did about the outcome. These differences
between the contexts that have given rise to very similar
sets of results speak to the generality of our findings.
However, there are important differences between the two
study contexts. For example, in Study 1, vote regret was
higher among participants who voted for Brexit and were
thus on the winning side, whereas in Study 2, it was higher
among Trump voters who were on the losing side. In the
case of Brexit, it is possible that regretted votes are due to
a mismatch between voting behavior and underlying pre-
ferences (Blais & Kilibarda, 2016). Alternatively, as regret
has the potential to emerge over time (e.g., Davison &
Feeney, 2008), vote regret may have increased in the con-
siderable period that had passed since the referendum. The
finding that Remainers in Study 1 experienced higher levels of
regret (about both the outcome of the process and that it was
over) than Trump voters in Study 2 may be explained in the
same way: Whereas Trump voters were focused on the out-
come of the recent election leading to higher levels of disap-
pointment than regret, Brexit-related regret among Remainers
may have increased in the time since the referendum.

Another important difference between the studies is that
in Study 2, we were able to identify a subset of voters who
had voted against their political predispositions. Strikingly,
relief was the dominant emotion among these voters.
Interestingly, there are reasons to suspect that the winning
sides in both sets of political events studied here believed
that appeals to relief might prove effective in attracting
voters. For example, during his campaign, Biden tweeted
that he could ‘‘end the last four years of chaos’’ (Biden,
2020), and during the general election campaign of 2019,
the Conservatives deliberately framed themselves as the
party that would bring relief to the nation (Behr, 2020),
while warning that their biggest rival, Labour, would offer
no such relief. Indeed, the Conservatives fought the

election on the slogan ‘‘Get Brexit done.’’ Regardless of
whether they supported Donald Trump or wished to
remain in the EU, voters were invited to anticipate the tem-
poral relief they would feel once Biden or the Conservative
party had won the election thus bringing a period of
national anxiety and uncertainty to an end. Our results
show that Republicans who voted for Biden would have
been correct in anticipating temporal relief once a national
decision had been made. Interestingly, Biden-voting
Republicans expressed more regret about their vote than
Trump-voting Republicans, perhaps indicating a psycholo-
gical cost to voting against one’s political predispositions.

Although the function of relief is not well understood
(Hoerl, 2015), it has been suggested that the function of
temporal relief in particular may be related to its anticipa-
tion (Hoerl, 2015; Sweeny & Vohs, 2012). That is, people
may be nudged into undergoing aversive but ultimately
beneficial experiences by anticipating the temporal relief
that will occur when the experience has ended. Our results
are consistent with the possibility that Republicans who
ended up voting for Biden (and presumably felt anxious
about the possibility of a second Trump term) may have
been encouraged to vote against their political predisposi-
tions by invitations to imagine the relief they would feel
when the previous ‘‘years of chaos’’ had ended. We note
that there is an analogy to be made between temporal relief
experienced at the end of an unpleasant event and negative
reinforcement in operant conditioning (see Deutsch et al.,
2015, for further discussion). Future work might examine
whether the relief experienced among those who vote
against their political predispositions might reinforce this
kind of voting pattern and lead to them voting across party
lines in subsequent elections. Although further research is
needed to directly measure both anxiety and anticipated—
as well as experienced—relief in response to significant
social and political events, our results suggest that in coun-
tries with divided electorates, due to relief’s association
with anxiety (Deutsch et al., 2015), appeals to anticipated
relief may lead to voters crossing ideological lines.
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Note

1. See https://www.cer.eu/brexit-timeline or https://commons
library.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7960/ for Brexit
timeline.
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