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Were things better “back in the good ‘ole days?” Despite falling crime rates, Gallup shows people think crime is getting worse. We

show a temporal focalism effect for such poll questions, where differential weight is placed on the present (past) when the present

(past) is the focus of the question.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Do people really think things were better “back in the good ‘ole 

days?” Nostalgia as a fond longing for the past would suggest that 
people often think the past is better than the present. In this research, 
we demonstrate that this nostalgia is in part a temporal focalism bias 
driven by polls that ask us to compare the present with the past there-
by directing greater focus and weighting of the present relative to 
the past. Reversing the order in such polls, comparing the past with 
the present, attenuates (and in some cases reverses) the conclusions 
of the polls.

A focalism effect based on comparing time has not been pre-
viously demonstrated.  Previous research on focalism has demon-
strated that comparing X with Y focuses attention on the features 
of X more than Y which leads to biases in comparative judgments 
(Houston and Sherman 1995).  A focalism effect related to time is 
critical to polls and surveys, which often ask the public to compare 
the present to a reference point in the past. For example, Gallup polls 
often ask the public to consider whether there is more or less crime 
now compared with a year ago.

A temporal focalism bias would suggest that the typical ques-
tion wording, which asks people to compare the present to the past, 
causes people to focus on conditions of the present more than that 
of the past. Differential weighting of the focal point leads to biased 
judgments. Past research on focalism has highlighted this myopic 
focus on the focal point in comparative judgments (Chambers, Wind-
schid, and Suls 2003). Using the crime question as an example, hav-
ing a considerable amount of crime today would lead to a judgment 
that crime today has become worse over time since the state of crime 
today is weighted more heavily than crime in the past.

In recent years, noted professor and writer Steven Pinker has 
often presented his idea of the violent-present illusion (2007). Pinker 
highlights that “contrary to the popular impression that we are liv-
ing in extraordinarily violent times, rates of violence at all scales 
have been in decline over the course of history.” Pinker presents psy-
chological explanations based on salience, morality, and motivated 
reasoning. We contend that the present account of temporal focalism 
is an additional explanation that contributes to the violent-present 
illusion as well as other temporal comparisons alike. 

Across two studies we demonstrate a temporal focalism effect 
where differential weight is placed on the present (past) when the 
present (past) is framed as the focal point of a question. In our first 
study we demonstrate the main effect of temporal focalism. Using 
questions drawn from and inspired by previous Gallup Poll research, 
we demonstrate significant differences in judgment when the fo-
cal point of comparison is reversed. For example, the question “Do 
you think that a year ago, there was more or less crime than there 
is now?” yields a significantly lower nostalgic “violent-present illu-
sion” than the original “Do you think there is more or less crime in 
the U.S. than there was a year ago?” 

Public opinion can even flip: For instance, when participants 
are polled about how much Congress has accomplished now as com-
pared to before. In each case, whether for crime or Congress, the 
magnitude of the pervading opinion in people’s consideration will be 
overweighted for the time frame targeted in the question. So because 
crime is perpetually common whether in the past or the present, and 
because Congress is always seemingly in a standstill, the direction of 

temporal comparison will reflect whether more crime (or less action 
by Congress) is highlighted for the past or the present.

A second study we conducted shows converging evidence 
with a context that is personally relevant to respondents while also 
ruling in our differential weighting explanation. Study 2 showed 
the effect of comparing judged frequency of both common and rare 
activities performed currently (undergrad) versus in the past (high 
school). For example, when asked to compare high school to now, 
participants (undergrad students in this study) were more likely to 
indicate that they procrastinated (common) more and watched for-
eign language films (rare) less in high school than now. A second 
group asked to compare in the reverse order, now to high school, 
showed a similar overestimation for common and underestimation 
for rare activities. In addition to the comparative questions, all par-
ticipants were also asked absolute questions which rated their fre-
quency for each activity both now and in high school (with order 
counterbalanced across participants). Path analyses revealed that, 
as hypothesized, absolute ratings for the focal time frame (pres-
ent or past) were significantly better predictors for the comparative 
questions than absolute ratings for the non-focal time frame. This 
supports the differential weighting account.
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