INSIDE THE INVESTMENT
DECISION: FRAMING,
MOTIVATION, AND POST-
ng%ﬁ;gqﬁfé DECISION EMOTION
Research REGULATION

ABSTRACT

Our study examines how emotions influence individual investors’ decision-making in stock

o markets, an area in which traditional quantitative approaches often fail to capture the complexity

VOLUME 22 | N 4 of the underlying mechanisms. To address this limitation, we adopt a qualitative, inductive
approach that remains relatively uncommon in finance, combining a trading simulation with

semi-structured interviews. Eight management science students participated in simulated

DOI: trading sessions involving virtual capital and a competitive component designed to heighten
https://doi.org/10.36367/ntqr.22.4.2026.e1318 emotional pressure. The interview data were analyzed through thematic coding and lexical
analysis to identify recurring emotional patterns and their relationship with investment behavior.

The findings reveal a three-part model in which emotions operate through three key functions.

Alain Finet Cognitive framing captures how emotions shape the perception, interpretation, and selection of
information, thereby influencing how investors mentally represent a decision situation. Positive
Kevin Kristoforidis emotions tend to support a more optimistic framing, whereas negative emotions may produce a
more defensive or less structured perspective. Emotions also play a motivational role by
Julie Laznicka activating or inhibiting behavior. Negative emotions may result in decision paralysis or

disengagement, while frustration and determination can prompt renewed action. Participants
also described strategies aimed at regulating impulsivity and supporting more deliberate
decisions. Finally, post-decision evaluation reflects how emotions influence the interpretation
and memory of previous choices and their incorporation into subsequent behavior. Emotional
reactions to gains and losses therefore provide feedback that can reinforce, modify, or
discourage future decisions. Overall, the proposed model highlights emotions as constitutive and
adaptive components of investment decision-making rather than merely disruptive influences.
By showing how emotions frame information, motivate action, and support post-decision
learning, this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of individual investor behavior
under conditions of uncertainty.
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1. Introduction

Decisions on stock markets are often viewed from the perspective of economic rationality,
where investors are assumed to behave rationally based on objective information and the
optimization of their utility function (Roland-Lévy & Kmiec, 2016). However, many research
studies in behavioral finance challenge this perspective by highlighting the importance of
emotions in decision-making processes, particularly in environments where there is a high degree
of uncertainty, such as stock markets (Pak & Mahmood, 2015; Mushinada, 2020). Quantitative
perspectives, which dominate the finance literature (Bubi¢ & Erceg, 2018; Kumalasari et al., 2022;
Stevenson & Hicks, 2016; Widyarini, 2017), still struggle to capture the complexity and nuance of
emotional dynamics. For this purpose, our study uses a qualitative methodology based on an
inductive perspective to explore the role of emotions in individual investors' decisions. Through a
trading simulation, our research aims to better understand, using semi-structured interviews,
how emotions influence the perception of information and the evaluation of the choices made.
This process facilitates access to dimensions that are often inaccessible through quantitative
methods, particularly concerning lived experience and emotional regulation in contexts of
uncertainty.

2. State of the Art

2.1 Emotion, as a Framework for Processing Information

Emotions influence how information is perceived and interpreted. Emotion as information
model (Schwarz & Clore, 1983) provides an important foundation: the model assumes that
individuals use their emotional state as a heuristic for evaluating their environment. Emotions
then serve as a cognitive framework that guides attention, risk perception and value judgments
(Clore & Huntsinger, 2007; Forgas, 1995). In other words, emotional valence is a signal that is
constantly readjusted based on results and expectations (Wilson & Gilbert, 2008). Emotions thus
become a filter that modulates the relevance of information on stock markets (Anderson, 2005).
Research in neuroeconomics (Bechara et al., 1999; Kreibig et al., 2023) has shown that emotions
influence reasoning, particularly when information is ambiguous. Emotional attentional biases
(Ohman & Mineka, 2001) illustrate this framing effect: emotionally charged stimuli attract
attention and influence the way information is encoded. Visual elements can also intensify
emotional reactions. For example, the use of red in financial graphs may increase perceptions of
threat and thereby affect decision-making. Responses to visual information also vary according
to investors’ level of experience. Novice investors are more likely to experience emotions such as
fear, anger, or sadness, whereas more experienced investors tend to display a broader and more
controlled range of emotional responses, including disgust and happiness (Hsu & Marques, 2023).
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2.2 Emotions, as Drivers for Behavior

Emotions influence the analysis of situations and the direction of action. The perspective of
emotion as motivation suggests that emotion serves as a signal for the mobilization or inhibition
of acting (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991). Emotional states inform individuals about the expected
consequences of a behavior, promoting either approach (happiness, desire) or avoidance (fear,
shame). For Asutay and Vastfjall (2024), emotion serves as a dynamic variable that modulates the
weight given to perceived costs and benefits. Positive affective anticipation may increase risk-
taking, whereas negative affect tends to reduce tolerance for uncertainty (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979; Slovic et al., 2007). Phelps and LeDoux (2005), consistent with Damasio (1995), emphasize
that emotional valence can modulate reward sensitivity through dopaminergic processes. Moors
et al. (2013) show that emotions influence both the reasons underlying a decision and the
cognitive processes involved in pursuing a goal. Individuals may also actively seek or maintain
specific emotional states when these states serve a motivational function (Gutentag & Tamir,
2022).

2.3 Emotions, as Post-Decision Indicators

Emotions also arise after the decision, influencing how it is interpreted and used in future
decisions. This post-decision function relies on emotional regulation and memory (Keltner &
Lerner, 2010). Asutay and Vastfjall (2024) introduce the concept of affective recurrence: post-
decision evaluations are informed by mechanisms that integrate emotional feedback. Individuals
adjusttheir expectations and preferences based on their history of emotional satisfaction (Mellers
et al., 1997). Emotion then serves as a learning system: decisions associated with positive
emotions reinforce future preferences for these options, while negative emotions encourage
avoidance (Sutton & Barto, 1998). This results in flexible adaptation and introduces biases such
as anticipated regret or cognitive dissonance (Brosch et al., 2013; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007).

3. General Methodological Perspective

This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore the role of emotions in stock market
decision-making. While research in finance predominantly relies on quantitative approaches,
qualitative methods provide access to the meaning, context, and complexity underlying individual
decision-making processes (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This perspective is
particularly relevant for examining emotional dynamics that may be difficult to capture through
standardized measures alone.

The study follows an inductive logic, allowing patterns and interpretations to emerge from
participants’ experiences rather than applying predefined hypotheses or analytical categories
(Bendassolli, 2013; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Consistent with the exploratory purpose of
qualitative research, the objective is not statistical generalization but an in-depth understanding
of the phenomenon based on information-rich accounts (Morse, 2000; Sandelowski, 1995).
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Accordingly, semi-structured interviews were combined with a trading simulation to
investigate emotional dynamics within a specific context of investment decision-making under
uncertainty.

4. Experimental Protocol

4.1 Participants

The sample included eight students studying Management Sciences at a Belgian university.
Participation was conditional on the successful completion of a finance course, ensuring a
minimum level of knowledge about how stock markets work. Participants were selected following
a call for applications issued at the end of October 2024. All the process was conducted in
accordance with ethical standards applicable to research in the social sciences. Participants
were informed of the experimental and voluntary nature of the study, gave their consent, and were
assured that the data collected would remain confidential. Participants received compensation
for taking part in the experiment (financial constraints prevented the sample size from being
increased). In addition, a “non-financial” incentive (2 nights in a hotel worth 200 euros) was
announced to reward the best performance at the end of the experiment, to increase commitment.

4.2 Experimental Set-up

The experiment was carried out over three consecutive days in a lab that was set up to look like
a trading room. The experiment was based on a trading simulation in real-life conditions using the
ABC Bourse platform. This platform was selected because it replicates real-time stock market
transactions and can be used to create a virtual stock market game. The platform's integrated
ranking system, updated in real time, added a competitive dimension. The pressure related to
performance was intended to generate additional emotional stress. Each student was provided
with virtual capital of €100,000 to invest exclusively in securities listed on the CAC40 index. The
experiment was structured around twelve one-hour trading sessions spread over three days.

4.3 Instruments for Measuring
4.3.1. Semi-Structured Interviews: General Considerations

To assess the decisions of individual investors, most qualitative research relies on data
collected orally (Pérez-Sanchez & Delgado, 2022). Among the most used measurement tools,
semi-structured interviews play a central role, although they are time-consuming to conduct and
process (Opdenakker, 2006). Semi-structured interviews provide a personal perspective tailored
to exploring individual experiences (Adams, 2015; Pin, 2023). This tool provides a structured
framework for addressing different topics, while allowing participants the freedom to express and
develop their opinions (Ruslin et al., 2022).
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The flexibility of semi-structured interviews is particularly useful for exploring complex
emotional dynamics (Dolczewski, 2022), highlighting the links between the emotions and the
context in which they arise. Although emotions can be assessed using self-assessment
questionnaires, they are unable to capture the emotional fluctuations that individuals may
experience over time (Finet & Laznicka, 2025). To address this limitation, semi-structured
interviews can provide a detailed understanding of participants’ perceptions (McIntosh & Morse,
2015) and of changes in their emotional experiences over time (Rocha, 2020). These interviews
rely on an interview guide that provides structure while allowing flexibility in the discussion
(Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Questions may be adjusted, specific issues may be explored
in greater depth, and questions may be reformulated in response to participants’ answers. Each
interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes.

4.3.2 The Semi-Structured Interview Guide

We began each interview by thanking the participants for the time spent and explaining the
purpose of the interview. They were informed that all the answers would only be used for the
purposes of the study. The interview was recorded with the consent of the interviewee. The first
questions were designed to “break the ice”. These questions focused on their initial motivation
for joining the experiment, their interest in finance, their prior financial knowledge and their
expectations from the experience. Once trust had been established, we addressed the central
theme of the research : the influence of emotions on decision-making. The questions were open-
ended so that participants could express their opinions. We provided one general question about
emotions, three questions about emotional changes, four questions about the impact of
emotions on decision-making, four questions about emotional reactions to losses and gains and
five questions about managing emotions. The interviewees' answers were also explored through
several additional questions. At the end of the interview, we made sure that the interviewee had
nothing further to add and, if necessary, asked for their last impressions.

4.3.3 Coding Semi-Structured Interviews

The data were analyzed using a double-coding process designed to strengthen the
transparency and reflexivity of the analytical process (Miles & Huberman, 2003; Nowell et al.,
2017). Two researchers independently coded the interview transcripts, each using different
analysis software. One researcher used Taguette, a free application dedicated to qualitative data
processing, while the other used MAXQDA, which provides tools for visualizing relationships
between codes and examining the frequency of themes within the corpus. The data from the semi-
structured interviews were analyzed using a thematic approach informed by Braun and Clarke
(2006), Byrne (2022), and Bingham (2023).
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Rather than treating double coding as a means of eliminating researcher bias or producing an
impartial reading of the data, the involvement of two researchers enabled interpretations to be
compared and areas of convergence and divergence to be identified. Differences in coding were
discussed reflexively and used to examine the assumptions underlying each interpretation, clarify
the meaning and boundaries of codes, and document the analytical decisions leading to the
development of the final coding framework. This process contributed to a more transparent and
systematically documented analysis while acknowledging the interpretive nature of qualitative
inquiry (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).

The two researchers began by carefully reading the interview transcripts. The purpose was to
become familiar with the content and identify relevant elements, particularly emotional reactions
related to stock market decisions. Next, the two researchers independently carried out an initial
coding exercise. No predefined categories were applied; the codes arose directly from the data.
The codes were compared and discussed to group similar items and identify recurring patterns.

N TH

This process identified sub-themes such as “resignation,” “inhibition of action through fear or
doubt,” and “post-decision reassessment.” The sub-themes were then gathered into three main
emotional functions: cognitive framing, motivational role and post-decision regulation. These
categories were defined after comparing the interviews. The themes structured the presentation
of the results (see Section 5) and were illustrated with selected excerpts from the interviews. Each
theme was interpreted in relation to participants’ experiences and relevant theoretical concepts.
Table 1 summarizes the relationships between coding indicators, sub-themes, and emotional
functions.

In addition to the thematic analysis, a lexical analysis of emotions was conducted to identify
the emotional terminology and to understand which emotions were associated with different
decision-making behaviors. Emotional analysis of textual data often relies on the use of
specialized lexicons, which are one of the most widely used methods for identifying emotions
expressed in speech (Nandwani & Verma, 2021). These tools assign each word a score indicating
its potential connection to one or more emotions, with a score of 0 (no association) or 1 (strong
association). Among the most used resources are the NRC Emotion Lexicon and DepecheMood++,
two lexicons that identify emotional states expressed in texts (Pradhan et al., 2023). For our study,
the NRC Emotion Lexicon was chosen because it has the advantage of covering a wider range of
emotions than DepecheMood++. Based on Plutchik's classification (1980), the NRC detects eight
distinct emotions: anger, fear, anticipation, disgust, happiness, sadness, surprise, and trust. In
addition, it includes an evaluative dimension by distinguishing emotions according to their
valence, which is consistent with Russell's model of affective representation (Polo et al., 2024).
This dual categorization provides a more detailed interpretation of the emotions expressed in the
text (Mohammad & Turney, 2013). It identifies the most frequent emotion-related terms and
relates them to the decisions described in the interview excerpts. The lexical analysis also
supports the emotional categories identified through the thematic analysis.
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Table 1. Thematic Coding Table for the Semi-Structured Interviews

Verbatim

Initial codes

Lexical Analysis

Sub-theme

General Theme

“Atfirst, | was happy, | couldn't
wait
”(1.6.a)

“And it's really several hours later
that by dint of always looking at
what you know about graphs and
figures, we have limited the
impression that it is his money.”
(l.7.a)

“So when | went to an order, | was
completely in the dark.” (1.8.a)

“We still hesitate.” (I.5.a)

“Sometimes people tell me it's no

good. And then limprove it, before

it's done, because I'm still thinking

about it. No, actually, | don't really
feelit.” (I.2.a)

“When | saw losses, | wondered
whether | should sell to prevent it
getting worse or whether | should

wait and hope that things would

improve. So | was really lost and
started to feel like a loser.” (1.8.b.)

“The last hour, | told myself that it
was pointless. It seemed like it
was over for me. | was second to
last, so it was impossible to climb
back up.” (1.6.b.)

“I panicked a little, so to speak, |
sold everything” (1.6.c.)

“When we're in the red, | want to

go after the gains, | want them to

increase. We have less desire to
getinformed, to work.” (1.1.a.)

“l was determined to make up my
gains.” (1.7.b.)

“If | see that it's going up, instead
of clicking directly, I'll wait 30
seconds, see if there's another
opportunity, see how it evolves a
little before going straight for it.”
(l.2.b.)

“That's why you have to take a
step back, otherwise you're too
much in the calculating wheel,
you think too much and, in the
end, you get lost and make the

wrong decision.” (1.1.b.)

“Because being emotional is not
being rational.” (1.7.c.)

“If there were no emotions, | think
that stock market performance
would be much more closely
linked to accounting
performance.” (1.6.d.)

“Our mood itself depended on the
stock price, the shares we had
taken. If they rose, we were
happy; if they fell, we were a little
more withdrawn.” (.1.c.)

Enthusiasm, optimism

Personal investment,
involvement

Confusion, disorientation

Uncertainty, indecision

Doubt, second-guessing

Hesitation, confusion, loss
of confidence

Resignation, abandonment

Impulsivity, panic

Desire for recovery,
avoidance of effort

Determination, performance
focus

Strategic delay, control

Overthinking, overload

Critical insight, distance

Rational insight

Emotional reactivity to
outcomes

Presence of anticipation, joy
and trust

Presence of anger, anticipation,
joy, sadness, surprise and trust

Presence of sadness

No associated emotion

Presence of anticipation, joy,
surprise and trust

Presence of anticipation, fear,
joy, sadness, surprise and trust

Presence of sadness

No associated emotion

No associated emotion

No associated emotion

Presence of anticipation

Presence of sadness

Presence of trust

No associated emotion

Anticipation, joy, sadness and
trust

Optimistic Framing

Emotional
identification with
data

Emotional disruption
of clarity

Emotionalinhibition
of decision

Emotional alert as
guide

Paralysis and self-
devaluation

Emotional
disengagement

Emotional
overreaction

Emotionally-driven
reactivity

Affective
mobilization
Cogpnitive inhibition
of impulsivity

Emotional overload
and inhibition

Emotional reflection
and regulation

Critical distance,
meta-cognition

Mood fluctuation by
performance

Cognitive Framing

Cognitive Framing

Cognitive Framing

Cognitive Framing

Cognitive Framing

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Motivational
Function

Retroactive
Function

Retroactive
Function

Retroactive
Function
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5. Results

5.1 Descriptive Statistics of the Sample

The preponderance of males found in the sample reflects the results of previous research
(Barber & Odean, 2001; Finet et al., 2022). In addition, many participants seemed to have some
familiarity with how financial markets work. Nevertheless, it remains possible that some may have
overestimated their skills to increase their chances of being selected.

Table 2. Sample Statistics

Previous Knowledge of Stock

Participant Gender Age Markets
1.1. Man 22 years old Yes
1.2. Man 26 years old Yes
1.3. Man 23 years old Yes
1.4. Man 21 years old Yes
1.5. Woman 25 years old No
1.6. Man 21 years old Yes
1.7. Man 21 years old Yes
1.8. Man 24 years old No

5.2 Highlighting Cognitive Framing Through Emotions

5.3 Highlighting the Motivational Role of Emotions

Emotions influence not only how situations are perceived and analyzed but also the propensity
to act. Their motivational function refers to the capacity of emotional states to activate or inhibit
decision-making, depending on their valence, intensity, and the characteristics of the decision
context. The interview excerpts show that some emotions can stimulate action, whereas others
are associated with hesitation or inhibition. The passages illustrate how emotions can either
reinforce the use of emotions or lead to decision-making paralysis. They highlight the dynamic and
adaptive dimension of emotions in regulating action.

Several studies confirm that emotions simultaneously influence the degree of behavioral
commitment and the individual's perception of their resources or effectiveness in acting
(Baumeister et al., 2007; Tamir, 2016). Negative emotions can reduce the capacity to act by
generating resignation or withdrawal. Interview excerpt 1.8.b. illustrates a form of decision
paralysis associated with uncertainty and fear of adverse consequences. In this situation,
negative emotions weaken the participant’s perceived competence and reduce the likelihood of
taking further action.
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Similarly, verbal statement I.6.b. reflects a decision to abandon the experience, motivated by
the anticipation of losses. Resignation reflects a decline in motivation associated with a negative
emotional evaluation of the situation. The lexical analysis supports this pattern, with frequent
references to fear, sadness, and anger. The recurrence of negatively valenced terms suggests an
emotional state associated with slower decision-making, reduced perceived effectiveness, and
more reactive or impulsive choices.

“When | saw losses, | wondered whether | should sell to prevent it getting worse or whether | should wait and hope
that things would improve. So | was really lost and started to feel like a loser.” |.8.b.

“The last hour, | told myself that it was pointless. It seemed like it was over for me. | was second to last, so it was
impossible to climb back up.” I.6.b.

“l panicked a little, so to speak, | sold everything” 1.6.c.

Conversely, some negative emotions can increase strategic engagement. In interview excerpt
[.1.a., losses appear to stimulate determination and action, encouraging behavior aimed at
improving the financial position. Interview excerpt I.7.b. similarly reflects engagement shaped by
the tension between previous frustration and future objectives. In these excerpts, the emotions
expressed are mainly associated with anticipation, anger, and desire. Lexical analysis shows
frequent mobilization of these emotional fields in words expressing a desire to overcome
obstacles. These emotions serve as catalysts for action by reinforcing commitment when facing
difficulty.

“When we're in the red, | want to go after the gains, | want them to increase. We have less desire to get informed, to
work.” I.1.a.

“l was determined to make up my gains.” I.7.b.

Finally, some passages reveal purposeful initiatives to control emotional impulses to promote
more rational decision-making. For example, verbal statement |.2.b. shows a strategy for delaying
a decision in response to excitement. The participant tries to modulate his emotions to process
the information. In verbal statement I.1.b., emotional and cognitive overload is identified as a
danger. The process of analyzing shows the understanding of the risk that overly intense
emotional involvement brings to the quality of reasoning.

“If | see that it's going up, instead of clicking directly, I'll wait 30 seconds, see if there's another opportunity, see
how it evolves a little before going straight forit.” .2.b.

“That's why you have to take a step back, otherwise you're too much in the calculating wheel, you think too much
and, in the end, you get lost and make the wrong decision.” I.1.b.

5.4 Highlighting Post-Decision Assessment of Emotions

Emotions also influence how results are interpreted after a decision and how subsequent
behavioris adjusted. This post-decision function reflects the role of emotions such as regret, pride,
shame, and relief in the learning process. These emotions provide feedback on previous choices
and can inform future decisions.
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The interview excerpts show that participants develop greater emotional vigilance toward their
past decisions and attempt to identify principles or warning signs that may help them respond
more effectively in similar situations.

Interview excerptl.7.c. reflects a process of reflective reassessment. Following the experience,
the participant recognizes the need to combine emotional awareness with rational reasoning to
guide decision-making effectively. This position suggests a process of emotional self-regulation
shaped by repeated exposure to decision outcomes. The lexical analysis also shows a shift toward
more abstract and less emotionally charged language. Emotion functions as an immediate
response to decision outcomes and as a basis for adjusting the balance between emotional
involvement and strategic reasoning.

Furthermore, verbal statement 1.6.d. shows a perception of the influence of emotions on
decision-making. This sentence reflects post-decision thinking that goes beyond the specific
case: the participant has accepted the idea that emotions alter the interpretation of facts, creating
gaps between economic reality and decisions. The vocabulary used is more analytical, dominated
by words relating to confidence, interpretation and comparison, indicating an effort to reevaluate.
This observation illustrates how emotions contribute to the cognitive reconstruction of past
events and influence how future decisions could be viewed.

Passage I.1.c. illustrates how decision results affect participants’ emotional states. Post-
decision evaluation is reflected in changes in mood associated with both the results obtained and
the degree of involvement in the decisions made. The lexical analysis shows that terms related to
happiness and sadness frequently appear when participants evaluate outcomes. These
emotional responses contribute to the formation of internal benchmarks that may guide
subsequent decisions. They also support behavioral learning by creating associations between
actions, their consequences, and the emotions experienced.

“Because being emotional is not being rational.” I.7.c.

“If there were no emotions, | think that stock market performance would be much more closely linked to
accounting performance.” 1.6.d.

“Our mood itself depended on the stock price, the shares we had taken. If they rose, we were happy; if they fell, we
were a little more withdrawn.” I.1.c.
These findings show that post-decision emotions serve as a feedback system, providing
affective indices of decisions.
They facilitate (through accumulation) the building of internal benchmarks, escape or
repetition mechanisms, and gradual refinement. This emotional cycle turns emotions into tools
for regulation, alerting, and orientation in uncertainty.

6. Discussion

The findings indicate that emotions intervene at different stages of individual investment
decision-making through three interrelated functions: cognitive framing, motivation to act, and
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post-decision evaluation. Rather than appearing only as reactions to investment outcomes,
emotions contributed to how participants interpreted situations, initiated or inhibited action, and
subsequently reassessed their decisions. This three-part framework therefore provides an
integrated interpretation of the role of emotions across the decision-making process.

The cognitive framing function observed in the interviews is consistent with research showing
that emotions influence attention, risk perception, and the interpretation of information (Habib et
al., 2018). This finding also supports approaches in which affective states operate as information
that individuals use when evaluating situations (Forgas, 1995; Schwarz & Clore, 1983). In the
present study, participants’ accounts showed how emotional states could shape the way market
information and potential outcomes were perceived. This is consistent with evidence that positive
affect may be associated with greater optimism and risk tolerance, whereas negative affect may
contribute to more pessimistic evaluations (George & Dane, 2016). Similarly, different emotions
can produce distinct effects on risk perception and behavior; anxiety, for example, has been
associated with greater risk avoidance, whereas anger or excitement may favor risk-taking (Lerner
et al.,, 2015). These observations support the view that emotions do not simply accompany
financial judgments but can contribute to the frame through which a decision situation is
interpreted.

The motivational function extends this interpretation by showing that emotions can influence
whether individuals act, hesitate, persist, or withdraw. This is consistent with perspectives that
conceptualize emotions as adaptive processes capable of activating or inhibiting action (Asutay
& Vastfjall, 2024; Frijda, 1986; Kreibig et al., 2023; Moors et al., 2013; Tamir, 2016). In the
interviews, emotional experiences were associated with both movement toward action and
behavioral inhibition. The significance of an emotion therefore depended not only on whether it
was positive or negative, but also on the way it interacted with participants’ goals, expectations,
and interpretations of the investment situation.

Finally, the post-decision function suggests that emotional reactions to previous choices can
contribute to subsequent evaluation and adjustment. Participants’ accounts indicated that
satisfaction, disappointment, regret, or other affective reactions could become part of the way
earlier decisions were remembered and used when approaching later choices.

This interpretation is consistent with work emphasizing the relationship between emotion,
feedback, and subsequent decision-making (Brosch et al., 2013; Damasio, 1995; Keltner & Lerner,
2010; Mellers et al., 1997).

In this respect, post-decision emotions may operate as affective information that contributes
to the gradual development of internal reference points for future decisions.

Taken together, the three functions suggest that emotions should not be considered solely as
disruptive influences on financial rationality. Within the experiences reported by participants,
emotions could contribute to interpretation, action, and learning, while also sometimes
generating hesitation, impulsive reactions, or maladaptive responses.
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The findings therefore support a more differentiated understanding in which emotions form
part of the decision process itself and may have different consequences depending on their timing,
intensity, and relationship to the decision context.

7. Methodological Reflection

Retrospective consideration of the methodological design highlights the value of combining a
trading simulation with semi-structured interviews. The simulation provided participants with a
common decision environment involving uncertainty, changing information, gains and losses,
while the interviews allowed them to revisit specific decisions and describe how they had
experienced and interpreted them. This combination was particularly useful for investigating
emotional processes because participants could refer to recently experienced decision episodes
rather than relying exclusively on general or hypothetical accounts of investment behavior. More
broadly, the design was consistent with the qualitative objective of examining the meaning and
context underlying decision-making rather than seeking statistical representativeness (Morse,
2000; Sandelowski, 1995).

Nevertheless, the simulation also introduced an important boundary to the interpretation of
the findings. Participants made decisions with virtual rather than personal financial resources.
Although the simulation generated uncertainty and situations that participants experienced as
emotionally meaningful, it cannot be assumed to reproduce the intensity or consequences of
emotions associated with actual financial gains and losses. The simulation should therefore be
understood as a structured context for eliciting and exploring decision experiences rather than as
an exact reproduction of real-world investment behavior. This distinction is particularly important
when considering the transferability of the findings beyond the research setting.

The inductive thematic analysis generated a second methodological insight. Coding was
conducted independently by two researchers and subsequently compared and discussed,
consistent with the iterative and interpretive character of qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Byrne, 2022; Miles & Huberman, 2003). The involvement of two researchers was not
intended to eliminate subjectivity or produce a single impartial reading of the interview material.
Instead, comparing interpretations made areas of convergence and divergence visible and
required analytical decisions to be articulated and discussed. Differences in coding provided
opportunities to reconsider code boundaries, examine alternative interpretations, and document
the reasoning through which sub-themes and broader emotional functions were constructed.

In this sense, the process contributed to analytical transparency and traceability while
recognizing the interpretive character of thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017).

The lexical analysis provided a different and complementary perspective. The NRC Emotion
Lexicon offered a systematic means of identifying words associated with predefined emotional
categories (Mohammad & Turney, 2013). However, comparison with the thematic analysis
revealed an important limitation.
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As shown in Table 1, some excerpts interpreted qualitatively as involving emotionally
meaningful processes were classified as having “No associated emotion” by the lexical analysis.
For example, the statement “l panicked a little, so to speak, | sold everything” was thematically
associated with impulsivity, panic, and emotional overreaction, despite the absence of an
emotion identified by the lexical procedure. Similarly, the statement “I was determined to make
up my gains” was interpreted in terms of determination and affective mobilization but received no
associated lexical emotion.

These divergences are methodologically informative. Lexicon-based analysis relies on
associations between textual elements and predefined emotional categories (Mohammad &
Turney, 2013), whereas thematic analysis allows an excerpt to be interpreted within its broader
narrative and decision-making context (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022). Emotional meaning
may therefore be conveyed through an action, intention, hesitation, or behavioral reaction even
when the words used are not classified by the lexicon as emotional. Conversely, identifying an
emotion-related term does not by itself establish the role that emotion plays within the
participant’s decision process. The cases of “No associated emotion” in Table 1 consequently
illustrate why the lexical analysis should be treated as complementary to, rather than a substitute
for, qualitative interpretation. In this study, the divergences between the two approaches were
themselves analytically useful because they identified situations requiring closer contextual
examination.

The sample also shapes the scope of the methodological conclusions. The study involved eight
participants, seven men and one woman, all of whom were management science students at a
Belgian university and had completed a finance course. A small sample facilitated detailed
engagement with individual accounts, which is consistent with the exploratory purpose of
qualitative research (Morse, 2000; Sandelowski, 1995). However, the pronounced gender
imbalance and the relatively homogeneous educational profile restrict the diversity of
perspectives represented. Participants’ familiarity with finance may also have influenced both
their behavior during the simulation and the way they described their decisions afterward. The
findings should therefore not be treated as statistically representative of individual investors.
Their transferability depends on the extent to which the characteristics of the participants and the
simulated decision context are relevant to other settings.

These methodological observations suggest several possibilities for adapting the design to
other qualitative studies of finance and decision-making under uncertainty. A structured
simulation followed by semi-structured interviews can provide a common experiential reference
point while preserving access to participants’ individual interpretations.

Future applications could include more diverse participant profiles, compare different levels
of investment experience, or modify the degree and type of uncertainty introduced by the
simulation. The combination of thematic and lexical analysis may also be retained, provided that
their respective contributions are clearly differentiated.
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Rather than seeking agreement between them in every case, future research could use points
of divergence as prompts for deeper qualitative examination.

Overall, the principal methodological lesson is that the different components of the design
generated distinct rather than interchangeable forms of insight. The simulation created a
structured context for decision-making under uncertainty; the interviews provided access to
participants’ retrospective interpretations; thematic analysis enabled contextual understanding;
and lexical analysis provided a systematic but more constrained perspective on emotional
language. Convergence between these approaches could reinforce an interpretation, whereas
divergence could reveal aspects of emotional experience that a predefined lexical classification
did not capture. This complementarity represents an important methodological contribution of
the research design.

8. Conclusion

This study provides a qualitative account of the role of emotions in individual investment
decision-making. The findings show that emotions contribute to the interpretation of information,
the activation or inhibition of behavior, and the reassessment of previous decisions. Rather than
acting solely as disruptive influences, emotions may therefore contribute to adaptation and
learning while also generating, in some circumstances, hesitation, impulsivity, or distorted
evaluation.

Given the exploratory design and the characteristics of the sample, these findings should be
interpreted as context-dependent rather than statistically generalizable. Further research could
examine these emotional functions with more diverse populations and in different investment
environments, particularly among experienced investors or in settings involving real financial
stakes.

These findings contribute to a better understanding of the role of emotions in financial
decision-making by shifting attention from the emotions experienced by investors to the functions
they may fulfill throughout the decision-making process.

Ethical Approval: Particular attention was paid to the ethical considerations associated with
this research. Participation in both the stock market simulation and the subsequent interviews
was voluntary, and all participants provided informed consent after receiving information about
the purpose and procedures of the study, the nature and duration of their participation, the
absence of foreseeable risks, the expected benefits, and the confidentiality of the data collected.
Interviews were recorded with participants’ prior consent, transcribed exclusively for scientific
purposes, and processed in a manner that preserved confidentiality and anonymity.

At the institutional level, the study was formally assessed by the Head of the Research Group
of the Warocqué School of Business and Economics at the University of Mons (Belgium). In an
institutional certificate dated 10 December 2025, the competent authority confirmed that, under
the institutional framework and procedures applicable at the University of Mons, the study did not
require formal approval by an ethics committee.
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The exemption was based on the study being conducted within an ordinary educational setting,
involving voluntary participation and non-invasive procedures, and was therefore classified as
research exempt from formal ethical approval under the applicable institutional procedures. This
assessmentis also consistent with the Belgian Law of 7 May 2004 concerning experiments on the
human person, as the study did not aim to develop knowledge related to the practice of healthcare
professions and therefore fell outside the material scope of that legislation. Participation in the
interviews was independent of participation in the simulation, and refusal to participate or
withdrawal entailed no adverse academic consequences. Incentives associated with the
simulation were linked solely to performance and were not conditional upon participation in the
interviews. No formal debriefing procedure was conducted following the simulation.
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