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Abstract
Despite the importance of understanding the emotional aspects of organizational decision-making,
prior research has paid scant attention to the role of emotion in escalation of commitment. This
paper attempts to fill this gap by examining the relationship between negative affect and escalation of
commitment. Results showed that regardless of whether negative affect was measured as a
dispositional trait (Neuroticism) in Studies 1 and 2 or as a transient mood state in Study 3, it was
negatively correlated with escalation tendency when one was personally responsible for a prior
decision. This pattern of results is consistent with the predictions derived from the coping
perspective, suggesting that people seek to escape from the unpleasant emotions that are associated

with escalation situations.
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Understanding the Emotional Aspects of Escalation of Commitment:
The Role of Negative Affect

Research on organizational decision-making has demonstrated that individuals exhibit strong
tendencies to be locked into losing courses of action (see Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1997, for reviews).
Over the past three decades, a large body of research studying the psychology of this so-called
“escalation of commitment” phenomenon has focused primarily on its cognitive determinants,
including self-justification (Staw, 1976, 1981; Staw, Barsade, & Koput, 1995), problem framing
(Whyte, 1986, 1993), sunk costs (Arke & Blumer, 1985), goal substitution (Conlon & Garland, 1993;
Moon, 2001a), self-efficacy (Whyte, Saks, & Hooks, 1997), accountability (Kirby & Davis, 1998),
and illusion of control (Staw, 1997). Altogether, a substantial body of research now offers insights
into the cognition of why decision makers “throw good money after bad.”

Yet, some scholars (Bazerman Tenbrunsel, & Wade-Benzoni, 1998; Walsh, 1995) remain
dissatisfied with previous work on organizational decision making, which they have characterized as
inadequate and incomplete. For the most part, they suggest that researchers have focused mostly on
the cognitive aspects of decision-making but have not adequately examined the issue through an
emotional perspective (Fineman, 2000). Walsh (1995) explicitly stated, “If our work is to have
strong external validity, we must consider the emotional basis of work and its relationship to the
cognitive question we have been asking” (p. 307). Along a similar vein, Bazerman et al. (1998) and
Fineman (2000) argued that emotion is essentially embodied in decision-making processes, a notion
that is supported by a growing body of research (Arkes, Kung, & Hutzel, 2002; Isen, 2000; Luce,
Bettman, & Payne, 1997; Mellers, 2000; Staw & Barsade, 1993; Tykocinski & Pittman, 1998;
Zeelenberg & Beattie, 1997). These scholars have suggested that the examination of emotion is
much needed to advance our understanding of escalation of commitment.

This article is an initial step towards a systematic investigation of the role of emotion in
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escalation of commitment. The three studies reported here were designed to examine individuals’
escalation tendencies as a function of negative affect. This was done by testing the relationship
between trait affect (i.e., Neuroticism, enduring individual differences in sensitivity to negative
affect) and escalation of commitment (Studies 1 and 2) and the relationship between state affect and
escalation of commitment (Study 3).

Previous research has found limited evidence of individual differences in escalation of
commitment (Levi, 1981, cited in Whyte et al., 1997; Staw & Ross, 1978). If our hypotheses
pertaining to the effects of personality traits (i.e., Neuroticism) are supported by data, our work will
actually extend the literature in a new direction. That is, in addition to revealing the role of
negative emotion in escalation of commitment, this research helps delineate the situations under
which individual differences have the greatest impact on escalation of commitment.

We first begin with a discussion of the key features of both escalation of commitment and
negative affect in organizational research. \We then consider the theoretical linkages between these
two observed behaviors. This analysis reveals that not only is negative affect an important
predictor of escalation of commitment, but it also may moderate the personal responsibility effects
on escalation of commitment. For instance, one of the perspectives to be discussed below predicts
that people who are low in negative affect tend to escalate more when they are held responsible for a
prior decision than when they are not.  This pattern of relations would be weakened among those
who are high in negative affect. This potential moderating effect appears to have important
theoretical and practical implications because personal responsibility has long been regarded as one
of the most robust determinants of escalation of commitment (Arkes & Blume, 1985; Brockner, 1992;
Staw, 1976).

Escalation of Commitment

Decision makers in organizations often face the dilemma of whether to withdraw from a failing
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course of action (e.g., when a prior decision receives negative feedback) or to invest more resources
to turn the current losses around.  This situation has been coined an “escalation situation” and is
characterized as “predicaments where costs are suffered in a course of action, where there is an
opportunity to withdraw or persist, and where the consequences of persistence and withdrawal are
uncertain” (Staw & Ross, 1987, p. 40). The defining features of a typical escalation situation are as
follows (Brockner, 1992; Staw & Ross, 1987). First, a large amount of resources, such as money,
time, or effort, has already been invested in a certain course of action (i.e., sunk costs). Second, this
course of action receives negative feedback. Finally, this situation allows the decision maker either
to continue the investment in an attempt to recover the sunk costs or to withdraw entirely from the
course of action.  Escalation of commitment is typically manifested as the tendency to continue to
invest in the losing course of action (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1976, 1997; Staw & Ross, 1987),
particularly when one is personally responsible for the initiation of the failing investment (Arke &
Blumer, 1985; Conlon & Park, 1987; Staw, 1976). Researchers often regard personally
non-responsible conditions as control conditions.  Factors that are theoretically related to escalation
of commitment are found to be stronger under the personally responsible conditions than under
personally non-responsible conditions (e.g., Schaubroeck & Williams, 1993).

Escalation of commitment is not restricted to investment contexts. Research has found that it
also occurs in selection-appraisal situations (Bazerman, Beekun, & Schoorman, 1982; Schoorman,
1988). It has been shown that a poorly performing employee was evaluated more favorably when
the appraisal was completed by the person responsible for hiring the employee than when it was done
by another person (Schoorman, 1988). That is, escalation of commitment to the prior hiring
decision is manifested in terms of the elevated evaluation scores of the employee in the appraisal
context.

Negative Affect in Organizational Research
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Two approaches have been pursued to study negative affect in organizational research. First,
negative affect is conceptualized as a dispositional trait such as the Big Five’s Neuroticism (e.g.,
Brief & Weiss, 2002; Costa & McCrae, 1992) or Negative Affectivity (Watson & Clack, 1984) * .
This dispositional approach considers “consistent, long-term individual differences in affective
experience — that is, what traditionally has been called trait affect” (Watson, 2000, p. 15). The
superfactor of Neuroticism has long been argued to be a temperamental trait that influences feelings
and behaviors (H. J. Eysenck, 1992; H. J. Eysenck & M. W. Eysenck, 1985; Tellegen, 1985) and
yields robust relations to mood states (Costa & McCrae, 1980, 1984, 1996; Diener & Emmons, 1984;
Izard, Libero, Putnam, & Haynes, 1993; Meyer & Shack, 1989; Yik & Russell, 2004; Yik et al.,
2002). The robustness of the findings on Neuroticism led Tellegen (1985; Watson & Clark, 1984)
to argue that Neuroticism should be renamed as “Negative Emotionality”.

Neuroticism is characterized by sensitivity to negative events resulting in the experiences of
unpleasant emotions such as anxiety, depression, hostility, and self-consciousness (Costa & McCrae,
1992). A large body of research has demonstrated that Neuroticism and its related constructs (e.g.,
Watson & Tellegen’s [1985] Negative Affect) are closely related to a wide variety of dependent
variables in the organizational context (e.g., Lam, Yik, & Schaubroeck, 2002; Tokar, Fischer, &
Subich, 1998), including job satisfaction (Judge, Heller, & Mount, 2002), performance motivation
(Judge & llies, 2002), leadership (Judge, Bono, llies, & Gerhardt, 2002), and job stress perception
(Brief et al., 1988; Schaubroeck, Judge, & Taylor, 1998).

By definition, a negative outcome should induce stronger negative affect among those with high
Neuroticism than among those with low Neuroticism (Brief, Butcher, & Roberson, 1995; Costa &
McCrae, 1992; Watson 2000). This difference naturally enables researchers to examine the general
impacts of negative affect on escalation of commitment by observing escalation tendencies of people

with different levels of Neuroticism (see Staw & Barsade, 1993 for a similar argument on
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understanding the role of emotion by studying effects of dispositional variables). To test the
influence of the disposition of negative affect on escalation of commitment in paper-and-pencil
scenarios, we used the trait measure of negative affect, namely Neuroticism, in Studies 1 and 2.

The second approach to study negative affect in organizational research is to conceptualize it as
a momentary state where affective feeling for an instant moment of time was measured (Bohle &
Tilley, 1993; Portello & Long, 2001; Weiss, Nicholas, & Daus, 1999; Wofford, Goodwin, & Daly,
1999; Weiss & Kurek, 2003 for a review). This momentary state represents “short-term, transient
feelings, which traditionally have been called state mood or state affect in the psychological
literature” (Watson, 2000, p. 15). This approach is particularly useful in capturing the instant
emotional reactions of a specific time in which affective experience is occurring. Such a state affect
has behavioral consequences that are of great relevance to organizational functioning (Weiss, 2002).
Past research findings indicate the consequences of the state affect on work performance (e.g,
Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason, 1996; Martin & Tesser, 1996). To examine instant psychological
effects of affective experience on escalation of commitment, we used the state measure of negative

affect in Study 3.

Theory and Hypotheses

In this section, we outline the potential Negative Affect-Responsibility interaction patterns from
three different perspectives, namely, coping, depressive realism, and cognitive dissonance. These
three perspectives are chosen because, as revealed below, each delineates a distinct patter of
conceptual overlap between negative affect and escalation of commitment. These three
perspectives lead to competing hypotheses, each suggesting a unique Negative Affect-Responsibility
interaction pattern. In this research, our intention is to provide a common level field on which to

test these competing hypotheses.
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Coping

The literature on coping focuses on the strategies (or styles) individuals use to reduce stress and
anxiety induced by unpleasant and stressful situations (Endler & Parker, 1990; Miller, Brody, &
Summerton, 1988). The converging evidence is that the likelihood of using the
avoidance-withdrawal strategy increases as the strength of a person’s negative affect increases
(Endler & Parker, 1990; O’Brien & Delongis, 1996; Terry, 1994). For example, under negative
situations, people with high neuroticism experience a relatively high level of stress that is difficult to
tolerate.  Accordingly, they tend to “avoid a particular stressful situation ... by engaging in another
task rather than the task at hand” (Endler & Parker, 1990, p. 846). People with low neuroticism, on
the other hand, are less likely to rely on the avoidance-withdrawal strategy, presumably because they
experience a relatively low level of stress such that avoidance is deemed unnecessary. Therefore, a
person is more likely to withdraw from the current negative situation when he/she is more likely to
experience a negative affect (e.g., those who have high Neuroticism) or when he/she is in a situation
that is more likely to elicit a negative affect.

The reliance on the avoidance-withdrawal strategy to cope with negative situations is relevant to
making decisions under escalation situations in two ways. First, escalation situations are likely to
be perceived as negative situations that induce experiences of unpleasant emotions such as stress and
anxiety. More precisely, one of the defining features of escalation situations is that the individual’s
prior decision receives negative feedback (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1997). The negative feedback
signals the possibility that the prior decision might have been incorrect and hence would pose a
challenge to one’s positive self-image, resulting in a negative affect (Baumeister, 1993; Baumeister,
Smart, & Boden, 1996). Thus, such a situation probably induces a negative affect, which influences
subsequent decisions.

Second, escalation situations provide a context for individuals to execute different coping
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strategies to reduce stress and anxiety. Specifically, under escalation situations, decision makers
have the choice either to withdraw entirely from the current situation and switch to another course of
action or be persistent with the current course of action to see if the negative situation will be turned
around (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1997). Thus, such a situation allows individuals to choose to
withdraw from the current escalation situation as the means to avoid negative affect.

From the coping perspective, a strong negative affect would lead one to be more uncomfortable,
and hence would likely withdraw from the negative situation in order to reduce the experience of
negative affect. In an escalation situation, choosing to withdraw entirely from the current course of
action corresponds to the avoidance-withdrawal coping strategy because by withdrawal one can
avoid receiving further negative feedback from the same source and hence avoid experiencing a
negative affect. Thus, from the coping perspective, a high level of negative affect pushes
individuals away from the current situation to reduce the unpleasant feelings experienced; that is,
they reduce the negative affect through withdrawal. Thus, the coping perspective naturally leads to
a negative Negative Affect-Escalation relationship.

This negative relationship, however, is expected to be less pronounced when one is not
responsible for the prior decision.  Specifically, when a prior decision is initiated by another person,
any negative feedback on that decision is not attributable to the current decision maker and this does
not challenge the current decision maker. In this situation, people experience only a relatively low
level of negative affect. In addition, although people may have varied degrees of negative affect
under such conditions, the source of the negative affect is not from the escalation situation because it
is not self-relevant. This means that avoiding the same situation in a subsequent situation may not
be very useful to reducing the negative affect. Thus, from the coping perspective, a negative affect
will have only weak effects, if any, on escalation of commitment under personally non-responsible

conditions.  In sum, on the basis of the coping perspective, we posit the following hypothesis (see
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Figure 1, left panel):
Hypothesis 1: There is a Negative Affect x Responsible interaction effect on Escalation of
Commitment. When one is personally responsible for a failing decision, there is a negative
correlation between negative affect and escalation. When one is not personally responsible for

a failing decision, this negative correlation is significantly reduced.

Depressive Realism

Alloy and Abramson (1979) and others (Lewinsohn, Mischel, Chaplin, & Barton, 1980; Taylor
& Brown, 1988; but see Dunning & Story, 1991; Shrauger, Mariano, & Walter, 1998 for the other
view) have proposed a “depressive realism” perspective, which posits that depressed people are less
biased information processors than those who are not depressed. The depressed exhibit a
remarkable degree of realism in judgments about their personal and social worlds, whereas the less
depressed tend to exhibit unrealistic optimism about their own ability to attain a desirable future
outcome (e.g.,. Heine & Lehman, 1999; Weinstein, 1980). Depressed individuals tend to (a) fail to
exhibit self-serving bias (Kuiper, 1978), (b) have more accurate evaluations of the self and others
(Brown, 1986), and (c) give more appropriate weight to statistical information in predictions on the
self and others (Alloy & Abrens, 1987). In sum, the depressive realism perspective points to a
“sadder-but-wiser” effect (Alloy & Abramson, 1979; Staw & Barsade, 1993).

The depressive realism perspective naturally leads to the prediction that individuals with high
levels of negative affect are less likely to be subjected to decision biases than are individuals with
low levels of negative affect because the former are “wiser” (i.e., more realistic and less optimistic).

The escalation literature has recognized that throwing good money after bad is not wise (Bazerman,
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1994; Staw, 1981, 1997). It has been shown that people who take sunk costs into account when
making decisions under escalation situations violate the rationality definition of normative theory
(Arkes & Blumer, 1985; Staw, 1976). Indeed, there has been a great deal of effort devoted to
developing debiasing techniques in escalation of commitment (Brockner, Shaw, & Rubin, 1979;
Nathanson et al., 1982; Simonson & Staw, 1992; Staw & Ross, 1987). Thus, the depressive realism
perspective predicts a negative relationship between negative affect and escalation because negative
affect leads people to be more likely to make a more realistic decision by escalating less.

Furthermore, this perspective predicts that this negative relationship will still be held in
conditions in which one is not responsible for the prior decision. Specifically, what underlies the
“sadder-but-wiser” effect is the relatively realistic view of “sadder” individuals, which should be
independent of personal involvement in a prior decision.  That is, individuals with stronger negative
affect (i.e., sadder) generally tend to avoid overestimating their control over the occurrence of events,
whereas those with weaker negative affects tend to have unrealistically optimistic views on their
control to achieve desirable outcomes (Alloy & Abramson, 1979). Thus, irrespective of who made
the prior decision, sadder individuals should be more pessimistic/realistic than less sad individuals in
achieving desirable outcomes from the decision. In sum, on the basis of the depressive realism
perspective, we posit the following hypothesis (See Figure 1, middle panel):

Hypothesis 2: There is a negative correlation between Negative Affect and Escalation of

Commitment, regardless of who is responsible for the prior decision.

Cognitive Dissonance

One of the most dominant explanations for escalation of commitment is the self-justification
explanation (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1976, 1981). This explanation stems from Festinger’s (1957)
cognitive dissonance theory, which postulates that people have a strong tendency to interpret their

own behaviors and beliefs in a way that maintains their good and consistent self-image (Aronson,
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1969; Thibodeau & Aronson, 1992). That is, behaving in a way that is inconsistent with one’s
beliefs (or cognition) induces cognitive dissonance, which will threaten one’s positive self-image and
which, in turn, causes negative affect (Harmon-Jones, 2000). These unpleasant emotions motivate
the person to try to reduce the dissonance and to achieve consonance between behaviors and beliefs
(Festinger, 1957; Harmon-Jones, 2000). Thus, the cognitive dissonance perspective indicates that
the source of unpleasant emotions arises from the discrepancy between beliefs and behaviors.

Under escalation situations, choosing to withdraw inevitably forces individuals to admit that
their past decision was incorrect, which will lead to cognitive dissonance (i.e., behaving in a way that
is inconsistent with their prior beliefs).  Accordingly, “what better way to (re)affirm the correctness
of those earlier decisions than by becoming even more committed to them?”(Brockner, 1992, p. 40).
That is, individuals tend to behave in a way that minimizes the belief-behavior discrepancy and
hence the experience of negative affect. In other words, the negative affect resulting from the
belief-behavior discrepancy prevents individuals from performing against their prior beliefs (i.e.,
they continue the prior course of action). Thus, unlike the coping perspective, dissonance theory
suggests that people reduce unpleasant emotions through escalation of commitment.

Note, however, that from the dissonance perspective, it is predicted that this positive
relationship should be less pronounced when one is not responsible for the prior decision. The
negative affect associated with cognitive dissonance will result only when there is a discrepancy
between one’s beliefs and behaviors; that is, when the inconsistency is relevant to the self-concept
(Thibodeau & Aronson, 1992).  No cognitive dissonance will be experienced when the current
behavior does not coincide with others’ beliefs.  When the failing course of action is initiated by
another person, choosing to quit does not pose threats to the self-image of the current decision maker.
In other words, the need to escalate so as to reduce the negative affect due to cognitive dissonance is

minimal. In sum, on the basis of the cognitive dissonance perspective, we posit the following
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hypothesis (see Figure 1c, right panel):
Hypothesis 3: There is a Negative Affect x Responsible interaction effect on escalation of
commitment. When one is personally responsible for a failing decision, there is a positive
correlation between negative affect and escalation. When one is not personally responsible for

a failing decision, this positive correlation is significantly reduced.

Summary of the Three Perspectives

Table 1 summarizes the key features and predictions derived from each of the three perspectives
discussed above. Each proposes that negative affect plays a role in escalation of commitment,
though from a different locus. The coping perspective suggests that negative affect induced by
receiving negative, self-relevant feedback leads people to be more likely to withdraw from the
current situation.  The depressive realism perspective suggests that people with a high level of
negative affect are generally more realistic and hence are less likely to be subjected to decision
biases. The cognitive dissonance perspective suggests that the negative affect as a result of
behavior-belief discrepancy will prevent individuals from revising a prior decision and they are thus

forced to escalate.

The Present Study
In this paper, we pit the foregoing three perspectives against each other in testing the relation
between negative affect and escalation of commitment. Testing the above hypotheses is important

because the results will enhance managerial understanding of the emotional core of escalation of
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commitment. We tested these hypotheses in three studies, each with a unique escalation context.
Employing the conventional scenario paradigm in the escalation literature and operationalizing
negative affect in terms of Neuroticism, we tested the above hypotheses in a resource allocation
context (Study 1) and a selection and performance appraisal context (Study 2). We then extended
the investigation to an experiment that placed participants in a simulated escalation situation where
they received real consequences for their decisions (Study 3). Study 3 enabled us to capture the

momentary affect induced by the escalation situation.

Study 1
Method

Participants and procedure. Two hundred and forty-seven undergraduate students (120 men

and 127 women), enrolled in Organizational Behavior classes, participated in Study 1. Their
average age was 20.46 (ranging from 18 to 24).  All were randomly assigned to either the
personally responsible condition or the personally non-responsible condition. Thus, there was one
between-participant factor (i.e., personal responsibility).

Questionnaires were administered to participants in a large lecture theater. They were asked to
complete the questionnaires by carefully reading a short scenario as if it were real.  After indicating
their willingness to continue the project, participants were given a questionnaire on which they were
asked questions on Neuroticism, sense of responsibility, knowledge of financial decision-making,
and other demographic information.

Decision task. The escalation task was the “blank radar plane” case from Arkes and
Blumer (1985), which has been widely used to study escalation of commitment (e.g., Conlon &
Garland, 1993; Garland, 1990; Garland & Conlon, 1998; Moon, 2001a, 2001b). Two versions

(personally responsible vs. personally non-responsible) were developed. The personally responsible
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version was as follows, with information given in the personally non-responsible condition included

in parentheses:

“You are (Frank was) the Vice President of Operations for a mid-sized high-tech manufacturing firm.
You have (He has) spent 5 million dollars of the 10 million dollars budgeted for a research project to develop a
radar-scrambling device that would make a ship undetectable by conventional radar, i.e., in effect a
radar-blank ship. The engineering department has informed you that the project is 90% complete.

(Frank retired after starting this project and you were promoted to replace Frank as the Vice President).

However, you have just discovered that another firm has already begun marketing a similar product with

a much better design: It takes up less space and is much easier to operate than your design. The decision

you face now is either to (a) quit this project and use the rest of the money to invest in another new product or

(b) authorize the next 1 million to continue the current project”.

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to indicate their willingness to continue the
project by giving a probability rating ranging between 0% (absolutely no) and 100% (absolutely yes).
In line with previous studies (Conlon & Garland, 1993; Garland, 1990; Garland & Conlon, 1998;
Moon, 2001b), this willingness rating served as the index of escalation of commitment.

Measures. Neuroticism was measured by a 13-item subscale from the Adjective Check List

of the Big Five Inventory (o = .82; Gough & Heibrun, 1983; McCrae & Costa, 1987). Responses
were made on a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to 7 “strongly agree.”

Sense of responsibility was measured by a two-item scale (“To what extent do you feel

responsible for the previous investment of 5 million dollars?” and “To what extent do you feel
responsible for starting this project?”) adapted from Conlon and Park (1987; o =.79). Responses
were made on a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 “to a very small extent” to 7 “to a very large

extent.”  This variable was included as a check of the responsibility manipulation.
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Knowledge of financial decision making was measured by two items, “How would you rate

your capability to make a financial decision?” and “How would you rate your knowledge of financial
decision-making?” with a 7-point Likert scale (oo =.79). This variable was treated as a control
variable in subsequent analyses because people may escalate more when they believe that they are
more knowledgeable in that domain (Whyte et al., 1997).

Other factors, including absolute sunk costs, relative sunk costs, and degree of project
completion, that have been shown to have effects on escalation of commitment, were controlled by
holding these variables constant for all participants. It has been shown that there are age and gender
differences in risk-taking behavior (Slovic, 1966; Vroom & Pahl, 1971). As escalation of
commitment has been viewed as a risk-taking behavior (Brockner, 1992; Whyte, 1986; Wong, in
press), subsequent analyses also included gender and age of the participants as control variables.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks.  Participants in the responsible condition felt stronger responsibility (M

=4.93, SD = 1.05) than did those in the non-responsible condition (M = 4.40, SD = 1.38), F (1, 245)
=11.58, MSE =1.49, p <.001. The result indicates that the manipulation was successful in Study 1.
Participants in the responsible condition had a stronger willingness to continue the project (M =
62.59, SD = 25.26) than did those in the non-responsible condition (M = 55.96, SD = 25.99), F (1,
245) = 4.13, MSE = 656.87, p <.05. This finding replicated results from previous studies (Conlon
& Park, 1987; Staw, 1976), indicating that the typical escalation bias occurred in this study.

Test of hypotheses. Means, standard deviations, and zero order correlations of the variables

of interest are presented in Table 2, which shows the trend of a negative Neuroticism-Escalation
correlation, r =-.09, ns. Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the unique
contribution of Neuroticism as well as the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction effects on

escalation. The regression results are given in Table 3.
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First, we discuss the overall model. In Step 1, we entered Age, Gender, and Knowledge of
Financial Decision-Making to control for their possible effects on escalation of commitment. In
Step 2, we entered Neuroticism and Responsibility, which jointly contributed a significant portion of

the accounted variance, AR?= .03, p<.05. Only Responsibility was significantly related to the

ratings, B = .13, p<.05. In Step 3, we entered the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction into the
equation. Following the advice of Aiken and West (1991), the Neuroticism x Responsibility
interaction term was computed by multiplying the standardized score of Neuroticism and the
standardized score of Responsibility of each participant. The interaction term had a significant

effect on escalation of commitment, AR?= .02, § = -.14, p < .05.

To understand the pattern of the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction, we conducted two
separate Neuroticism-Escalation correlations. A negative Neuroticism-Escalation relationship was
found in the responsible condition (r = -.24, p <.01). The Neuroticism-Escalation correlation,
however, was not significant in the non-responsible condition (r =.05, ns). Figure 2 (left panel)
shows the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction pattern of Study 1, which was consistent with

Hypothesis 1, while not supporting Hypotheses 2 and 3.

In sum, the results indicate that the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction pattern is
consistent with the predictions derived from the coping perspective. People with high Neuroticism,

presumably because of their stronger experience of negative affect, have less tolerance for negative
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situations than do people with low Neuroticism, and hence are less likely to stick with the same
course of action when it appears to be failing. However, because a personally non-responsible
decision is less likely to lead to a negative affect (i.e., it is not self-relevant), there is no difference in
escalation of commitment across different levels of Neuroticism in this situation. In the next study,

we attempt to replicate the above pattern of results in a selection-appraisal context.

Study 2
Method

Participants, design, and procedure. ~ One hundred and seventy-five undergraduate students

(47 men and 128 women), enrolled in Organizational Behavior classes, participated in Study 2.
Their average age was 19.5 (ranging from 18 to 24).  All were randomly assigned to either a
personally responsible condition or a personally non-responsible condition. The procedure was
identical to that in Study 1.

Procedure and decision task. The decision task was the scenario from the Adams and

Smith case developed by Staw (1976) and modified to a personnel selection context. The scenario
was divided into three phases. In Phase 1, participants were informed that the case was designed to
examine the effectiveness of personnel decision-making. They were then given either a personally
responsible version or a personally non-responsible version of the scenario. The description of the

personally responsible version is as follows:

“This questionnaire is about a personnel decision case describing a selection in 1996. In this case, you

are the Sales Manager at the Adams & Smith Company and are required to select the best candidate to join

your team. After many rounds of eliminations, there are only two applicants for final consideration. You have

to select ONE of them to join your team. You are required to select the one who can contribute to the sales

and earnings in your team.”
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Participants were provided with information on Candidate A and Candidate B for reference.
The information included the previous sales and earnings records of the two candidates and brief
descriptions of their backgrounds. They were informed that the final decision they made in 1996
was to hire Candidate A.

In Phase 2, all participants were required to complete items measuring their sense of
responsibility for this hiring. This measure was added to check for the responsibility manipulation.
Phase 3 was started after they completed the questionnaire. In Phase 3, participants in the

responsible condition were instructed that:

“It is now 2001, five years after the selection decision. You are required to give a performance

appraisal to Candidate A, whom you selected five years ago.”

A table summarizing Candidate A’s contributions to the sales and earnings after joining was
given to all participants. The table indicated that the performance of Candidate A was poor (see
Appendix A). Participants were then asked to make the performance appraisal by answering

questions about Candidate A’s performance.

The description of the non-responsible version was as follows:

(In Phase 1) “This questionnaire is about a personnel decision case describing a selection in 1996. In this

case, Frank, the Sales Manager at the Adams & Smith Company, is required to select the best candidate to

join his team. You are a member of Frank’s team but you are not at all involved in the selection decision.
After many rounds of eliminations, there are only two applicants for final consideration. Frank has to select

ONE of them to join your team. He is required to select the one who can contribute to the sales and earnings

in your team.”
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(In Phase 3) “It is now 2001, five years after the selection decision. Frank has retired and you have been
promoted to be the Sales Manager at the A&S company. You are required to give a performance appraisal to

Candidate A, whom Frank selected five years ago.”

Measures. Four items (see Appendix B) in 7-point Likert format were developed to measure
participants’ evaluations of the performance of the selected candidate (o = .82). Following prior
studies (Bazerman et al., 1982; Schoorman, 1988), escalation of commitment to the prior hiring
decision is manifested in terms of the extent to which evaluation scores of the hired employee are
elevated.

As in Study 1, both the Neuroticism scale and Personal responsibility scale were used in Study 2

(as > .75).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks.  We repeated the analysis sequence in Study 1 for the manipulation

checks. First, participants in the responsible condition felt stronger responsibility (5.40, SD =.78)
than did those in the non-responsible condition (4.70, SD = 1.04), F (1, 173) = 25.27, MSE = .84, p
<.001, indicating that the manipulation was successful in this study. Second, participants in the
responsible condition gave significantly higher performance ratings (3.77, SD =.88) than did those in
the non-responsible condition (3.47, SD = .94), F (1, 174) = 4.66, MSE =.83, p <.05. This
replicated prior results on escalation of commitment in the selection and performance appraisal
context (Bazerman et al, 1982; Schoorman, 1988).

Test of hypotheses. Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of variables of

interest are presented in Table 4, which shows a significant negative Neuroticism-Escalation
correlation, r =-.18, p <.05. Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the unique

contribution of Neuroticism as well as the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction effects on
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escalation of commitment. The regression results are given in Table 5.

First, we discuss the overall model. In Step 1, we entered Age and Gender to control for their
possible effects on escalation of commitment. In Step 2, we entered Neuroticism and Responsibility,

which jointly contributed a significant portion of the accounted variance, AR?= .06, p < .05.

Neuroticism was significantly and negatively related to performance evaluation, g = -.20, p < .05,
and Responsibility was significantly and positively related to performance evaluation § = .16, p < .05.
In Step 3, we entered the centered Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction term, which had a

significant effect on performance evaluation, AR*= .06, B = -.24, p < .01.

To understand the pattern of the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction, we conducted two
separate Neuroticism-Escalation correlations. The negative Neuroticism-Escalation relationship
was again found in the responsible condition (r = -.43, p <.01). The Neuroticism-Escalation
correlation, however, was not significant in the non-responsible condition (r = .05, ns). Figure 2
(middle panel) shows the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction pattern of Study 2. This
interaction pattern was consistent with Hypothesis 1, further supporting the coping perspective.
Again, there was no support for Hypotheses 2 and 3.

In sum, we replicated the Neuroticism x Responsibility interaction pattern in Study 1. This
pattern suggests that the role played by negative affect (manifested as Neuroticism) in escalation

behavior is consistent with the hypothesis derived from the coping perspective.

Study 3

One concern with respect to Studies 1 and 2 was that there was no real consequence from the
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decisions made by the participants, so that the scenario per se might not be sufficient to arouse the
on-line negative affect. To address this concern, we conducted a laboratory study in which
participants’ decisions were related to the amount of rewards they would actually receive. In
contrast to the use of the trait negative affect in Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 looked at a momentary state
of negative affect (e.g., Portello & Long, 2001; Weiss et al., 1999; Weiss & Kurek, 2003).  This
approach seems to be particularly useful in capturing the ebbs and flow of emotional reaction to the
real consequences of decision-making, enabling us to directly capture the instant psychological
effects of negative affect on escalation of commitment.

In Study 3, participants first invested some effort and money in performing either a visual
judgment task or a numerical judgment task in order to gain points to win a jackpot. To resemble
the two defining features of a typical escalation situation, namely “negative feedback” and “sunk
costs” (Brockner 1992; Brockner et al., 1986; Staw, 1997), participants were led to realize that they
had done very poorly on the task (negative feedback) and the points they gained would be useless if
they did not continue the same task (sunk cost). They were then informed that they could switch to
another judgment task or could continue the same task. Escalation of commitment was manifested
as the extent to which they continued to keep investing in the same judgment task they had chosen at
the outset (see Brockner et al., 1986 for a similar laboratory setting).

In addition, participants might vary in self-efficacy on the two judgment tasks. Past research
has shown that people are more likely to escalate when their self-efficacy is high than when it is low
(Whyte et al., 1997). To rule out the possible effects due to self-efficacy, we measured it at the very

beginning of the experiment and then treated it as a control variable in the subsequent analyses.

Method

Participants, design, and procedure. Forty undergraduate students (20 men and 20 women)
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participated in this study. Their average age was 21.83 (ranging from 19 to 39). All were
randomly assigned to either a personally responsible condition or a personally non-responsible
condition. Thus, there was one between-participant factor (i.e., personal responsibility).

When the participant arrived at the room, he/she met another participant (a confederate) and an
experimenter. The experimenter explained that the experiment required two individuals to form a
team and that each team had a possibility to win up to $50 depending on the group performance.

The lump sum would be split evenly between them. Then the participant was seated individually in
a quiet laboratory room and completed the whole experiment on a computer.

All participants were led to believe that their computers were connected with those of their
confederates; that the experiment consisted of “three” phases; and that the player to participate in
each phase was “randomly” assigned and each of them would be involved at least once. They were
informed that the contents of the three phases were related to each other. Therefore, they should
observe the responses of their partners even when they were not taking part in a particular phase.

At the beginning of Phase 1, each team was given $15 as capital. They were told that the
player in Phase 1 would choose one of the two available games to play for ten trials. Each trial cost
50 cents. Thus, the team would spend $5 on one of the games in Phase 1. The performance on
each trial would determine the scores the team would get. Accordingly, once they accumulated
1000 points (see Appendix C for scoring), they would get a jackpot of $50.

Detailed descriptions of the two games were then given to all participants (see Appendix C).
They completed four items measuring their self-efficacy on the two games. Next, the computer
“randomly” assigned the player of Phase 1 (it was actually determined by the responsibility
manipulation explained below). The player selected one game and finished the ten trials following
three practice trials.

At the end of Phase 1, the computer generated a summary of the player’s performance and the
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points earned in the ten trials as well as the amount of money invested so far (i.e., $5). The
feedback, which was in fact manipulated to be independent of the actual performance, had been
intentionally programmed to foster the impression that the players in Phase 1 had done poorly. All
participants were told that the players accumulated only 11.4% of points required for a jackpot.

Note that the results were so extremely negative that the player came close to the points needed to
win the jackpot (see also Brockner et al., 1986 for a similar method of introducing negative
performance feedback). The computer prompted the participants to complete a scale measuring
their current experience of negative affect. That was the end of Phase 1. Thus, in this phase, we
introduced two essential elements of an escalation situation, negative feedback and sunk costs (i.e.,
money spent on one of the two games).

In Phase 2, the computer always assigned the participants to be the player for this phase. They
were asked how they would allocate the remaining $10. They could spend all the money on one of
the two games. Alternatively, they might split the money into two portions and allocate them to the
two games. Regardless of their allocation, the cost of each trial for either game was 50 cents.

All participants were further informed that the points earned in the two games were independent
such that points earned in the two accounts were not allowed to be inter-transferred. Thus, the
points accumulated in Phase 1 could not be transferred to the other account. When they had
amassed 1000 points in any one of the accounts, they would win the $50 jackpot. If they performed
well, they had the opportunity to earn a jackpot for each account. The computer recorded the
participants’ allocation decisions. Then, the participants answered a question that measured their
sense of responsibility for the outcome in Phase 1.  After that, the computer program terminated and
that was the end of the experiment. The participants were debriefed (there was never a Phase 3)
and thanked. In a nutshell, Phase 2 introduced the third element of an escalation situation — the

decision maker was given a chance to either continue further investment (i.e., to invest in the same
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game as in Phase 1) as an attempt to recover the sunk cost or to withdraw entirely from the previous
action (i.e., not to invest in the same game as in Phase 1).

Personal responsibility was manipulated by the assignment of the player in Phase 1.  To recap,
the player in Phase 2 was always the participant. In the responsible condition, the computer was
programmed to assign the participant to be the player in Phase 1. This arrangement ensured that the
person who made the initial decision in Phase 1 (i.e., in which game he/she would invest) was always
the same person who made the subsequent decision in Phase 2.  In the non-responsible condition,
participants were led to believe that the confederate completed Phase 1. This arrangement ensured
that the participants were not responsible for the initial decision.

In order to control all the choice information and game responses that emerged from Phase 1
identical across the responsible and the non-responsible conditions, we employed a “yoked
participant” technique. In the responsible condition, we recorded the participants’ choices of game
and all trial responses in Phase 1.  This information was then presented to the subsequent “yoked”
participants in the non-responsible condition.  Specifically, in Phase 1, the non-responsible
participants were informed of the task that their partner had selected, which was actually the choice
of the yoked participant in the personally responsible condition. They were then forced to observe
all the responses of the yoked participant. This was done by requiring them to press a “continue”
button on the computer screen to proceed to the next trial.  Thus, in essence, the information shown
in Phase 1 for the responsible condition was the same as that in Phase 1 for the responsible condition.

Measures. The state negative affect was measured by the Unpleasant Affect scale (o = .75),
which has been used by scholars studying current affect (Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998; Yik et al.,
2002). Respondents were asked to assess their “current affect” using four items, namely miserable,

troubled, unhappy, dissatisfied. Responses to these adjective items were made on a 5-point rating

scale, ranging from 1 “not at all” to 5 “extremely”.
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Escalation of commitment was measured by the amount of money allocated to play the same

game selected in Phase 1.  Sense of responsibility was measured to check the manipulation of
personal responsibility. It was measured by a single item (“To what extent do you feel responsible
for the team performance in Phase 1?”’) on a 5-point rating scale, ranging from 1 “to a very small
extent” to 5 “to a very large extent.”

Self-efficacy on visual judgment was measured by a 2-item scale (o = .84). The first question

asked “How would you describe your capability in visual judgment”, ranging from 1 “very weak” to
5 “very strong.” The second question asked “How confident are you in winning the jackpot by the
visual judgment task?”, ranging from 1 “not confident” to 5 “very confident”.

Self-efficacy on numerical judgment was measured by a 2-item scale (o =.77). The first question

asked “How would you describe your capability in numerical judgment”, ranging from 1 “very
weak” to 5 “very strong.” The second question asked “How confident are you in winning the
jackpot by the numerical judgment task?”, ranging from 1 “not confident” to 5 “very confident™).

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks.  We repeated the analysis sequence in Study 1 for the manipulation

checks. Participants in the responsible condition felt stronger responsibility (3.65, SD = .1.04) than
did those in the non-responsible condition (1.70, SD = 1.08), F (1, 38) = 33.8, MSE = 1.13, p <.001,
indicating that the manipulation was successful in this study. The mean amount of money spent on
the same judgment task in the responsible condition (5.74, SD = 2.62) was significantly more than
that in the non-responsible condition (3.36, SD = 2.3), F (1, 38) = 9.24, MSE = 48.55, p < .005.

This finding indicates that escalation of commitment was found in the present study.

Test of hypotheses. Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of variables of

interest are presented in Table 6, which shows a significant interaction between money spent on the

same task and responsibility, r = .44, p <.05. This correlation indicates that people tended to spend
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more on the same task when they were responsible for the prior performance than when they were
not responsible for it, replicating the responsibility effects on escalation of commitment (Conlon &
Park, 1987; Staw, 1976). Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the unique
contribution of Unpleasant Affect as well as the Unpleasant Affect x Responsibility interaction
effects on escalation of commitment. We tested three models here with the same analysis sequence

described in Study 1. The regression results are given in Table 7.

First, we discuss the overall model. In Step 1, we entered Age, Gender, Self-efficacy on visual
judgment, and Self-efficacy on numerical judgment to control for their possible effects on escalation
of commitment. In Step 2, we entered Unpleasant Affect and Responsibility, which jointly

contributed a significant portion of the accounted variance in Step 2, AR?= .16, p < .05.

Responsibility was significantly and positively related to the amount of money spent on the same
judgment task, § = .41, p<.01. In Step 3, we entered the centered Unpleasant Affect x

Responsibility interaction term, which had significant effects on escalation of commitment, A R?

=.09,3=-.34,p<.05.

To understand the pattern of the Unpleasant Affect x Responsibility interaction effect, we
conducted two separate Unpleasant Affect-Escalation correlations. In the responsible condition, the
correlation was -.34.  In the non-responsible condition, the correlation was .16.  Although the -.34
correlation coefficient in the responsible condition was quite impressive, it was not statistically
significant, probably due to the low statistical power of the current study (i.e., 20 participants in each
condition). Nonetheless, the significant Unpleasant Affect x Responsibility interaction indicates

that the strengths of the relationship between Unpleasant Affect and escalation of commitment in the
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responsible condition is significantly different from that in the non-responsible condition. This
pattern of interaction, as shown in Figure 2 (right panel), is consistent with the interaction pattern
predicted by the coping perspective.

In sum, the Unpleasant Affect x Responsibility interaction pattern replicated those found in
Studies 1 & 2, further strengthening the notion that the role played by emotion in escalation behavior
is the one derived from the coping perspective. More important, the Negative Affect x
Responsibility interactions were found in an investment context typically used in escalation research
(Study 1), in a less typical selection-appraisal situation (Study 2), and in a condition with real
consequences from participants’ decisions (Study 3). Thus, Studies 1 to 3 point to the generality of

the Negative Affect x Responsibility interaction effects on escalation of commitment.

General Discussion

Implications for Organizational Research

In this paper, we offer a contribution to the understanding of escalation of commitment by
pointing out that the emotional aspects of making decisions under escalation situations should not be
neglected. As an initial step in understanding how emotion is related to escalation of commitment,
we examined the interaction between negative affect and personal responsibility. The big picture
that emerges from the three studies from different contexts is consistent with the coping perspective.
Specifically, this perspective posits that when a prior and personally responsible decision receives
negative feedback, a person’s negative affect increases the likelihood of adopting an
avoidance/withdrawal strategy to cope with the negative situation (Endler & Parker, 1990; Miller et
al., 1988). With this strategy, people with high Neuroticism (and hence should experience stronger
negative affect) are less likely than people with low Neuroticism to stick with the same investment

option (Study 1) or with the same selection decision (Study 2). In addition, people experiencing
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stronger momentary negative affect exhibit less escalation of commitment in situations in which their
decisions have real consequences (Study 3). These three studies suggest that future studies
specifying the emotional processes and emotional components that underline escalation of
commitment would be useful for a full understanding of escalation of commitment.

In addition, the three studies reported here also add to the growing body of literature focusing
on individual differences in escalation of commitment (Moon 2001b; Schaubroeck & Williams,
1993; Whyte et al., 1997). Empirical inconsistencies have been evident with respect to individual
differences in escalation of commitment. On the one hand, Staw and Ross (1978) found no impacts
of dogmatism, tolerance for ambiguity, or self-esteem on escalation of commitment. Levi (1981,
cited in Whyte et al., 1997) reported that locus of control, mania, and depression were not related to
escalation of commitment. These findings appear to suggest that there is no clear relationship
between individual difference variables and escalation of commitment. On the other hand, more
recent studies showed that escalation of commitment was related to self-esteem (Knight & Nadel,
1986), self-efficacy (Whyte et al., 1993), Type A personality (Schaubroeck and Williams, 1993), and
two facets of conscientiousness (Moon, 2001b). The present research supports the idea that there
are individual differences in escalation tendency. It reveals that people who are generally more
neurotic are less likely to stick with their previous decision.

The present research showed no evidence for the depressive realism perspective (i.e.,
Hypothesis 2). In a study using managerial simulations, Staw and Barsade (1993) also failed to
obtain evidence for this perspective. These findings together indicate that the “sadder-but-wiser”
effect might not be very robust and might not be easy to generalize to other decision tasks (Dunning
& Story, 1991; Shrauger et al., 1998). Another possible reason for why results from the present
research and those by Staw and Barsade (1993) did not support the depressive realism perspective is

that we used general emotion measures (i.e., Neuroticism and Unpleasant Affect in this study and
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Positive Affect in Staw & Barsade’s) to test the hypotheses. These measures, however, might be too
general to capture the specific emotion, namely depression, that leads to the sadder-but-wiser effect.
Further studies could examine the relationship between depression, instead of a general emotion, and
performance in managerial decisions.

The present research also showed no evidence for the cognitive dissonance perspective (i.e.,
Hypothesis 3). These findings, however, should not be regarded as challenging the argument that
cognitive dissonance is a primary source for escalation of commitment, a notion that has been
supported by a large body of research (Conlon & Park, 1987; Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1976, 1997).
Indeed, the present research consistently revealed that personal responsibility effects, which have
been characterized as primary evidence for cognitive dissonance (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1976; Staw
et al., 1995), remained significant after the Negative Affect x Responsibility interaction terms were
entered into the regression equations (see Tables 3, 5, & 7). One possible way to reconcile the
coping perspective with the cognitive dissonance perspective is that people may anticipate and
experience different sources of negative affect under escalation situations. Negative affect may
stem from the negative feedback one will get if one continues the same course of action (e.g., sense
of failure, regret for prior decision, etc.), while a negative affect may also arise from (potential)
cognitive dissonance if one quits the previous course of action. It may be true that when people are
responsible for the initial decision, the force pulling people to stick with the same course of action as
a result of cognitive dissonance is outweighed by the counterforce of avoiding the even stronger
negative affect that may result. Thus, there may be a net “withdrawal” effect of negative affect in
the personally responsible condition, resulting in the interaction pattern found in Studies 1 to 3.

Practical Implications

Typically, escalation research has identified negative feedback to prior decisions and personal

responsibility as the two essential determinants that jointly induce escalation of commitment
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(Brockner, 1992; Staw, 1976). Thus, the debiasing strategies of escalation of commitment
suggested thus far have focused primarily on how the responsibility effects can be attenuated
(Simonson & Staw, 1992) or eliminated altogether (Staw, 1982). For example, in suggesting how to
reduce escalation bias, Staw (1982) stated “when organizations have experienced losses from a given
investment or course of action, they should rotate or change those in charge of allocating resources”
(p. 114).

One practical implication of the present research is the identification of negative affect as a
moderator of the responsibility effect on escalation of commitment. The present study shows that
emotions substantially influence escalation behavior, suggesting that when eliminating personal
responsibility is not viable, managers should take individual differences in negative affect into
consideration.  Special attention should be paid to the individuals with low Neuroticism who
usually appear to be calm and capable of handling business turbulence. This “quiet” group consists
of those who may become extremely vulnerable to falling into the trap of “throwing good money
after bad.”

Limitations and Future Research

There are three limitations that may warrant additional investigation.  First, we measured
negative affect as a broad construct representing a variety of unpleasant emotions.  Although this
approach enables us to understand the general impact of negative affect on escalation of commitment,
it may not reveal the specific emotional components that are responsible for the observed Negative
Affect-Escalation relationship. The next step in a systematic investigation is to examine the
relationships between the specific emotions (anxiety, regret, hostility, depression, etc.) and escalation
of commitment.

Second, we did not include variables measuring coping strategies in the present study. Although

we found that the Negative Affect x Responsibility interaction was consistent with the pattern
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predicted by the coping perspective, more direct evidence supporting the coping perspective should
include measures on coping styles or strategies. By including coping variables, future research may
examine if coping strategies mediate the affect effects on escalation under the responsible condition.

Another limitation of the present study was that we recruited undergraduate business students,
who had limited experience in making financial and hiring decisions, as participants. Because the
majority of studies on escalation of commitment employed scenario methods with student samples
(Arkes & Blumer, 1985; Moon, 2001a, 2001b; Staw, 1976; see Staw, 1997 for a discussion of using
student samples), we believe that using student samples in highly controlled experiments as an initial
step in examining the emotional aspects of escalation of commitment will make the present research
and prior studies more comparable. This facilitates a direct comparison of the findings. Nonetheless,
this approach may limit the generalizability of the findings to real-world settings and future research
may seek further evidence for external validity by collecting data from the working population.
Conclusion

In summary, the present study shows the importance of understanding the emotional aspects of
escalation of commitment. In three different contexts, we found a negative correlation between
negative affect and escalation of commitment under personally responsible conditions, whereas the
correlations disappear under the personally non-responsible conditions.  This interaction pattern is
most consistent with the coping perspective. These findings not only increase our current
understanding of how escalation of commitment is related to an individual’s enduring emotional
stability and his/her current emotional reactions, but they also offer insights from the coping
literature into why negative affect is negatively related to escalation of commitment. Our findings
also indicate that negative affect is not only important to traditional dependent variables in
organizational research (e.g., job satisfaction, turnover intention, etc.), but is also important to

organizational decision-making.
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Appendix A

Candidate A’s Previous Sales and Earnings record

Fiscal Year Sales (in thousand of dollars) Earnings (in thousand of dollars)

1986 624 14.42
1987 626 10.27
1988 649 8.65
1989 681 8.46
1990 674 4.19
1991 702 5.35
1992 717 3.92
1993 741 4.66
1994 765 2.48
1995 770 -0.12
1996 769 -0.63

Candidate B’s Previous Sales and Earnings record

Fiscal Year Sales (in thousand of dollars) Earnings (in thousand of dollars)

1986 670 15.31
1987 663 10.92
1988 689 11.06
1989 711 10.44
1990 724 9.04
1991 735 6.38
1992 748 5.42
1993 756 3.09
1994 784 3.26
1995 788 -0.81
1996 791 -0.80

Contributions to Sales and Earnings of the selected candidate (Candidate A) after joining your team

Fiscal Year Sales (in thousand of dollars) Earnings (in thousand of dollars)
After joining your team

1997 771 -1.12
1998 774 -1.96
1999 762 -3.87
2000 778 -3.83

2001 783 -4.16
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Items of the performance measure

1. How would you describe this candidate’s performance in sales? Please circle your choice
Very Poor € --m-mommmm e - Excellent

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. How would you describe this candidate’s performance in earnings? Please circle your choice
Very POOr € --mmmmemm e - Excellent

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. How would you describe this candidate’s overall performance? Please circle your choice
Very POOr € ---mmmmmmeme e - Excellent

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. How would you describe this candidate’s overall contribution to your team? Please circle your
choice
Notatall € -------mmmmmmmmmeeeee -> Very significant

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

42



Emotion and Escalation 43
Appendix C

In Study 3, participants across both conditions read the same instructions about the two games
and the scoring method. The instructions were as follows:

“There are two different games in the present experiment. You can select either one in
Phase 1. One of the games is on visual judgment. You will see a series of white rectangles.
Part of each rectangle is covered by a black patch. Your task is to estimate the percentage of
area of the white rectangle covered by the black patch. Another game is on numerical
judgment. You will answer a series of questions pertaining to numerical estimates in daily life
(e.g., What is the mean temperature of City A in degrees Celsius?) Your task is to give an
estimate as accurate as possible.”

“You will be asked to select one of the games and play for 10 trials. Irrespective of your
choice, you will earn certain points after each trial. You will win a jackpot of $50 when you
earn a total of 1000 points from the experiment.

The number of points you can earn on each trial will range from 1 (for a relatively
inaccurate estimate) to 200 (for a relatively accurate estimate). Note that the number of points
that you will earn will depend on the accuracy of your estimate in relation to those made by
previous participants in this experiment. It is thus possible for you to earn only a few points
with a pretty accurate judgment or a substantial number of points with a modestly accurate

estimate.”
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Footnote
1. The term neuroticism and negative affectivity are often used interchangeably in the literature

(Brief & Weiss, 2002; Watson, 2000).
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Table 1
Summary of the three theoretical perspectives with respect to the Negative Affect-Responsibility

interaction on escalation of commitment

Perspectives
Depressive realism Cognitive dissonance
Belief-behavior

Coping

Locus at which negative Coping strategies Prospect
affect plays the role optimisticity and discrepancy
decision quality
Yes No Yes

Dependence on responsibility
Prediction on the Negative  Figure 1 (left panel) Figure 1 (middle Figure 1 (right panel)
Affect-Responsibility panel)

interaction
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The means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlation of the variables measured in Study 1

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Probability of authorizing the next 1 59.29 25.79 --
million dollars (0-100)
2. Neuroticism (1-7) 3.81 99 -.09 -
3. Responsibility (0 = non-responsible, 1 = .50 50 .13* .03 -
responsible)
4. Age 2046 1.06 .02 .-13* -11  --
5. Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) 49 50 .02 -31** 01 .10 --
6. Knowledge in financial decision-making 432 105 03 -13* -03 .05 .10 --

(1-7)

* p <.05, two-tailed; ** p <.01, two-tailed.



Table 3

Results (standardized beta coefficients) of hierarchal multiple regression of Study 1

Emotion and Escalation

Variable Overall
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Control variables

Age -.02 -.01 .00

Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) -.02 -.05 -.05

Knowledge in Financial decision-making .03 .03 .03
Study variables

Neuroticism -.10 -.10

Responsibility (0 = non responsible, 1 = responsible) 13* A13*

Neuroticism x Responsibility -.14*
AR? .03 .02
F change 3.21* 5.11*
Overall model R .00 .03 .05
Adjusted R? -01 .01 .02
Overall model F 13 1.36 2.01t

Note: The dependent variable was the rating on “willingness to continue the previous project.”

T p <.1, two-tailed; * p < .05, two-tailed.
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The means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlation of the variables measured in Study 2

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Performance evaluation (1-7) 362 92 --
2. Neuroticism (1-7) 403 .93 -18*  --
3. Responsibility (0 = non-responsible, 1 = 45 92 .16* -.01 -
responsible)
4. Age 19.50 .63 -05 -09 -07 --
5. Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) 27 44 -00 -33** -02 .11 -

*p < .05, two-tailed; ** p <.01, two-tailed.
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Table 5

Results (standardized beta coefficients) of hierarchal multiple regression of Study 2

Variable Overall
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Control variables

Age -.05 -.05 -.03

Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) .00 -.06 -.05
Study variables

Neuroticism -.20* -.21*

Responsibility (0 = non-responsible, 1 = responsible) 16* 16*

Neuroticism x Responsibility -.24%*
AR? .06 .06
F change 5.54* 10.71**
Overall model R? .00 .06 12
Adjusted R? -01 .04 .09
Overall model F 22 2.88* 4,58**

Note: The dependent variable was the performance rating on the previously selected candidate.

* p < .05, two-tailed; ** p <.01, two-tailed.
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Table 6

The means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlation of the variables measured in Study 3

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Money spent on the same task ($0-$10) 455 271 --
2. State negative affect (1-5) 144 47 .03 --
3. Responsibility (0 = non-responsible, 1 = 5 5 .44* 18 --
responsible)
4. Self-efficacy (Visual judgment, 1-5) 270 81 23 -15 -19 -
5. Self-efficacy (Numerical judgment, 1-5) 260 .85 -16 -03 -.09 .49** --
6. Age 2183 332 -17v -07 -15 -11 -25 --
7. Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) 5 b5 -16 .07 -10 .31* 42** -22 -

* < .05, two-tailed; ** <.01, two-tailed.
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Table 7

Results (standardized beta coefficients) of hierarchal multiple regression of Study 3

Variable Overall
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Control variables

Age -21 -.15 -11

Gender (0 = female, 1 = male) .18 A2 .08

Self-efficacy (Visual judgment) .35* 34* 37

Self-efficacy (Numerical Judgment) -.30 -.31t -41*
Study variables

Unpleasant Affect -.01 -14

Responsibility (0 = non responsible, 1 = responsible) A41%* .30t

Unpleasant Affect x Responsibility -.34*
AR? 16 .09
F change 3.98* 5.14*
Overall model R 19 35 44
Adjusted R? 10 23 32
Overall model F 2.07 2.95* 3.57**

Note: The dependent variable was the amount of money spent on the same judgment task.

t p <.1, two-tailed; * p < .05, two-tailed; ** p < .01, two-tailed
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Figure Captions
Figure 1. Negative Affect-Escalation relationships as a function of personal responsibility
derived from the coping (left panel), depressive realism (middle panel), and cognitive dissonance
perspectives (right panel).
Figure 2. The Negative Affect-Escalation relationships as a function of personal responsibility

revealed in Studies 1 to 3.
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