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Is Potential Regret a Greater Motivator for Action Than Potential
Benefit?
The simple answer to this question is, at present, we don’t know.
What we do know is that when we compare people registered as organ donors with those who are not registered
(in both the United States and the United Kingdom), they differ on a number of important variables, including
perceptions of perceived benefit. However, they also differ on a number of other significant variables, such as the
“ick” factor, a basic disgust reaction to the thought of organ donation, and the “jinx” factor. Jinx factors are those
that are related to fears, anxieties, and superstitions about the misfortune that would result if a person registered as
an organ donor or actually donated his or her own organs. While many people recognize that their fears may be
irrational, they still act as important barriers to people becoming organ donors. Many people feel extremely
uncomfortable when considering their own mortality. Here is an illustrative quotation from someone who is not
an organ donor:
I’m 22 years old and don’t get me wrong, I think organ donation is an amazing thing and I admire
greatly those people who do it. I’m not yet on the organ donation list, and I know this sounds stupid
and pathetic and I feel incredibly guilty about it, but I think it’s because I don’t want to face my own
mortality. … To contemplate the whole situation makes me very worried and also very sad, but
every time I see an advert about it I feel even worse as a person and incredibly guilty!
The sad fact is that these emotional beliefs result in many people dying while they await an organ transplant.
Several studies have been conducted that aim to target these emotional factors. Asking people to seriously
contemplate the regret they may feel if they did not perform an action has shown promising results. For example,
attendance at cervical screening (pap smear) appointments is significantly increased if questions are included in
the invitation letter asking the person how she would feel if she did not attend and later developed cervical
cancer. We have also shown a similar effect in increasing intention and self-reported registration as a posthumous
organ donor. We are just about to start a study in the United Kingdom where we test whether a simple
anticipated regret manipulation leads to a significant increase in verified organ donor registrations.
We believe that more research is urgently needed to test methods of increasing organ donor registrations. One
avenue that may prove profitable is to focus on the positive rather than the negative—that is, highlight the
perceived benefits of organ donation. A simple intervention focusing on the perceived benefits would be
welcome. Following Susan Morgan’s important work in the United States, we have measured perceived benefit
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using items such as “Organ donation allows something positive to come out of a person’s death” and “Organ
donation helps bring meaning to the death of a loved one”. Finally, Eamonn Ferguson and his colleagues in
Nottingham have shown that perceived benefit to the self is also an important component of blood donating
behavior. That is, as well as helping recipients, the act of blood donation makes donors feel better about
themselves. We should conduct further research investigating the impact of highlighting the perceived benefit to
recipients, and potential donors (and their families), to test whether this could significantly increase organ donor
registration rates.
Ronan O’Carroll is a professor of psychology at the University of Stirling and the president of the UK Society
for Behavioural Medicine.

Category: Q&A
Tagged:

Leave a Reply
Name (required)
Mail (required)
Website

Submit Comment

Sign Up for Our News Feed
Enter your email address:
Subscribe

Delivered by FeedBurner

Get Involved
Become a fan

Send us your stories
contribute@scienceandreligiontoday.com
scienceandreligiontoday.com/…/is‑potential‑regret‑a‑greater‑motivator‑for‑action‑than‑potential‑beneﬁt/

2/3

1/19/13

Is Potential Regret a Greater Motivator for Action Than Potential Beneﬁt? ‑ Science and Religion Today

Related Links
AAAS Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and Religion
Centre for Studies in Religion and Society
Counterbalance
Faraday Institute for Science and Religion
FXQi
Institute for the Study of Christianity in an Age of Science and Technology
Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture
International Society for the Study of Religion, Nature, and Culture
John Templeton Foundation
Metanexus Institute
The BioLogos Foundation
The Center for the Study of Science and Religion
The Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences
The European Society for the Study of Science And Theology
The Forum on Religion and Ecology
The Institute on Religion in an Age of Science
The International Society for Science & Religion
Zygon

Sites We Like
13.7: Cosmos and Culture
3 Quarks Daily
Closer to Truth
Edge
Framing Science
Geolexography
Knight Science Journalism Tracker
Machines Like Us
National Center for Science Education
Purple State of Mind
Science Musings
Home
Front Page
Browse
By topic
About
Who we are
Subscribe
RSS feed
Search the archives...

© 2013 sciencendreligiontoday - All Rights Reserved.

scienceandreligiontoday.com/…/is‑potential‑regret‑a‑greater‑motivator‑for‑action‑than‑potential‑beneﬁt/

3/3

