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Maarten Vissers, Fortis Bank, The Netherlands 
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SESSION OVERVIEW
Optimism is an important concept in research areas as diverse 

as subjective wellbeing, decision making, personality, and social 
comparisons. Each of these areas defines optimism in slightly differ-
ent ways but all agree that, despite the forces working against them, 
hope and wishful thinking color much of human experience. In the 
consumer context, individuals’ tendency to be optimistic about the 
nature of current and future events plays a crucial role in a wide 
range of substantively important phenomena. As the papers in this 
session show, optimism can influence decisions that have serious, 
and sometimes long-term, consequences in domains such as health, 
food, gambling and ethics. The thread linking the four papers in this 
special session proposal is a focus on the prevalence of optimism 
and on its potentially negative consequences for consumers’ welfare. 
The aim of the session is to provide a picture of current theorizing 
on optimism within consumer research. The session is based on 15 
completed studies, across a variety of methods, research areas, and 
substantive settings. 

The first two papers focus on the robustness and prevalence of 
optimism and posit that optimistic responses may emerge as a conse-
quence of either truly held optimism or other intrapersonal or inter-
personal factors. Although both papers find evidence consistent with 
a significant truly held optimism, the picture they portray is rather 
different—something that we expect to trigger a lively debate during 
the session. Simmons and Massey show that even in the presence of 
real and large accuracy incentives people remain optimistic in their 
predictions about future events, suggesting that optimistic responses 
tend to be indeed truly believed. Sweldens and colleagues investigate 
the role of public posturing in comparative optimism in the health 
domain, and conclude that a large upward bias exists in research-
ers’ beliefs about the prevalence and magnitude of comparative opti-
mism for negative life events. The last two papers examine the con-
sequences of optimism, investigating contexts where optimism leads 
to suboptimal outcomes for consumers. Gino and colleagues hy-

pothesize that confident decision makers are more likely to cheat by 
overstating their current performances because they believe that they 
will indeed improve them in the future. Thus, managers’ optimism 
about their ability to eventually address weaknesses in their offering 
leads to dishonest marketing practices that are harmful to consumers. 
Malkoc and colleagues investigate situations where consumers have 
little information about choice options, such as unfamiliar food or ac-
commodation types, and must draw inferences about their attributes. 
In these cases, optimism may be misleading and even detrimental, as 
consumers give unwarranted positive evaluations and seek for more 
risk than they should.  

Perhaps ironically given the topic, we expect this session to 
provide a lively debate and to be of interest to a substantial propor-
tion of the ACR community. In particular, we expect the session to 
appeal to researchers in the decision-making area studying how indi-
viduals make predictions about the future, as well as to researchers 
with a substantive interest in consumer welfare. We believe that the 
proposal fully expresses the spirit of “building connections” that is 
the theme of this year’s ACR. While all four papers address issues 
related to optimism, each provides distinct conceptual and substan-
tive contributions in research areas that are often deemed as separate 
islands within the literature. Indeed, the four papers draw a bridge 
between organizational research on ethics, economics research on 
judgment under uncertainty, social psychological research on com-
parative judgments, and decision making research in marketing. 

The Effect of Large Incentives on Optimistic 
Responding: Evidence That Optimism Is Real

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Does wanting an event to happen increase the likelihood of be-

lieving that it will?  Although demonstrations of optimistic biases in 
forecasts of task completion (Buehler, Griffin, & Ross, 1994), task 
performance (Camerer & Lovallo, 1999), health outcomes (Wein-
stein, 1980), political outcomes (Krizan, Miller, & Johar, 2010), and 
sporting outcomes (Massey, Simmons, & Armor, 2011) seem to sup-
port this notion, researchers have questioned whether optimistic re-
sponses really reflect true beliefs. 

Because optimistic responding is typically a low-cost endeavor 
(i.e., incentives for making accurate predictions are usually absent 
or trivial), scholars have argued that people may prefer to respond 
optimistically even when they do not believe it. For example, a sports 
fan may predict that his favorite team will win an upcoming game 
not because he genuinely believes this but out of a low-cost desire 
to remain loyal to his team. Thus, optimistic responding may reflect 
cheap talk rather than true beliefs (cf. Armor & Sackett, 2006). Our 
investigation tests this hypothesis. Specifically, we investigated 
whether optimistic responding persists in the face of large incentives 
to be accurate.

In a web survey, we asked 770 NFL football fans from across 
the United States to predict the winner of a single game. Roughly 
half (the fans) were asked to predict a game involving their favorite 
team and the other half (the non-fans) were asked to predict a game 
involving two teams that they were relatively neutral about. We also 
manipulated incentives. Participants were promised either a small 
incentive ($5) or a large incentive ($50) for making an accurate pre-
diction. If optimism is extreme cheap talk (i.e., if it is worth less than 
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$5), then optimism should be absent from both conditions. If opti-
mism involves a more expensive form of cheap talk, then optimistic 
responding should occur within the $5 condition only (i.e., only the 
$50 incentive should eliminate optimism).

Oddsmakers in Las Vegas offer a point spread for each NFL 
game. The spread incorporates all known information in order to 
offer the best prediction of the game’s point differential, and thus 
serves as an excellent normative standard against which to judge 
predictions (Simmons, Nelson, Galak, & Frederick, in press). Most 
important for our purposes, the point spread defines the most likely 
winner (the superior team) and the most likely loser (the inferior 
team). Within our fan condition, participants were marginally sig-
nificantly more likely to be fans of superior teams (54.5%) than fans 
of inferior teams, c2(1) = 3.36, p = .07. Thus, on aggregate, fans 
should exhibit optimism, because they (and everyone else) should 
predict that superior teams will win games. Thus, it is important to 
distinguish between fans of superior teams (who should predict their 
favorite teams to win) and fans of inferior teams (who should not). 
Accordingly, our analysis partitions participants into three groups: 
fans of superior teams (n = 222), (2) non-fans (n = 363), and (3) fans 
of inferior teams (n = 185). Optimism is manifest if fans of superior 
teams are more likely than fans of inferior teams to predict superior 
teams to win the games. 

Consistent with the claim that optimistic responding reflects 
true beliefs, optimism was evident in both the $5 and $50 conditions. 
Indeed, within the $50 condition, fans of superior teams (94.6%) 
predicted that the superior team would win more often than did non-
fans (75.8%) and fans of inferior teams (47.3%), indicating rampant 
optimism even when the stakes were considerable. (There were no 
significant effects of incentives on optimistic responding). 

Thus, optimistic responding was evident even when $50 was 
on the line. Although this is consistent with the claim that optimistic 
responding reflects true beliefs rather than cheap talk, it is possible 
that $50 is not a large enough incentive to motivate people to make 
predictions that they believe. To help resolve this issue, we analyzed 
the predictions of “true believers,” whose responses to four follow-
up questions strongly implied that they believed the predictions that 
they made. Specifically, our sample of “true believers” (1) indicated 
that their predicted winner had a greater than 50% chance of winning 
the game; (2) indicated, on a 7-point scale, that they would be at 
least slightly more surprised if their predicted winner lost; (3) rated 
their accuracy motivation a 7 (extremely motivated) on a 7-point 
scale; and (4) indicated genuinely believing that their predicted win-
ner would win the game.

If optimism is just cheap talk, then “true believers” should not 
respond optimistically. But they did. Indeed, even among the heavily 
incentivized “true believers”, fans of superior teams (93.2%) pre-
dicted that the superior team would win more often than did non-fans 
(81.9%) and fans of inferior teams (62.2%). Thus, optimism was evi-
dent even among those who seemed to believe their predictions.

The fact that optimistic responding persisted among those who 
(1) were paid $50 for an accurate prediction, and (2) gave every in-
dication that they believed their predictions, strongly supports the 
claim that optimism is more than just cheap talk. Though one can 
never definitively prove that an optimistic response is truly believed, 
we believe the onus is now on optimism’s non-believers to show 
otherwise.

When the Personal Becomes Interpersonal: Public 
Posturing in Unrealistic Optimism

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
People tend to report that negative events are less likely—and 

positive events more likely—to happen to them than to others. Un-
realistic optimism is one of the most robust empirical findings in 
the literature on judgment and decision making, so much so that 
it is widely regarded as a truism. The extant literature has identi-
fied numerous motivational and cognitive factors that contribute to 
this phenomenon. However, an additional cause of unrealistic opti-
mism may be that participants in such studies are motivated to pres-
ent themselves in a flattering light. After all, developing a drinking 
problem, being fired, and contracting venereal disease are not merely 
undesirable, they are also socially stigmatizing. To admit that one is 
likely to become an alcoholic is to say that one cannot be trusted to 
resist temptation; to admit that one is likely to be fired may imply 
that that one is not competent enough to hold down a job; and to ad-
mit that one is likely to contract venereal disease may imply that one 
is sexually irresponsible, dirty, or worse. Just as people tend to un-
derreport their engagement in socially undesirable activities—such 
as alcohol abuse and unprotected sex (Tourangeau and Yan 2007; 
cf., also, Fisher 1993)—so, too, might people deny their likelihood 
of experiencing events that imply participation in such activities. In 
other words, one reason people may demonstrate an optimistic bias 
is simply that they lie.

The insight that socially desirable responding, self-presen-
tational concerns, and public posturing more generally might play 
a role in unrealistically optimistic predictions is hardly new (e.g., 
Helweg-Larsen, Sadeghian, and Webb 2002; Tyler and Rosier 2009), 
and it is one of the reasons why research in this area is almost always 
conducted under conditions of anonymity. In particular, Tyler and 
Rosier (2009) argue that respondents can sometimes report optimis-
tic responses because of a desire to present oneself as having a posi-
tive outlook on life. Given that such a self-image could be conveyed 
by responding optimistically to questions concerning virtually any 
prediction about the future, this account presents a troubling alter-
native explanation for many findings in the optimism literature. As 
highlighted in the examples above, however, there is another rea-
son why people might intentionally misrepresent their beliefs about 
the future: the social stigma associated with specific life events. We 
therefore propose that optimistic responding is often the result of 
respondents’ effort to avoid the social disapproval associated with 
admitting the possibility of certain life events. Our studies tested a 
series of predictions stemming from this theorizing.

First, if the motive to avoid event-specific social stigmas in-
flates unrealistically optimistic responding, then the magnitude of 
unrealistic optimism should vary as a function of the social sensitiv-
ity of the event in question. Thus, unrealistic optimism should be 
greater for socially stigmatizing events (e.g., becoming an alcoholic) 
than for less socially sensitive events (e.g., developing cancer). We 
provide support for this idea in five separate studies, spanning a va-
riety of methods: meta-analytic, correlational, and experimental. For 
example, in a replication of Weinstein’s (1980) seminal study, we 
find a strong correlation between an event’s social sensitivity and the 
magnitude of unrealistic optimism, even controlling for a number 
of additional event characteristics (Study 1). Similarly, presenting a 
medical condition (burnout syndrome) as affecting fragile individu-
als leads to a large reduction in optimistic responding compared to 
when the same condition is described as affecting committed indi-
viduals (Study 2). 


