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People tend to report that they are less likely than others to experience the bad things in life, a phenomenon called unrealistic

optimism. Five studies (meta-analytic, correlational, experimental) demonstrate that the desire to avoid the social disapproval

associated with specific events (e.g., AIDS) plays a large role in optimistic responding.
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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). 
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Second, the influence of event social sensitivity on unrealistical-
ly optimistic predictions should depend on individual and situational 
factors that are known to influence socially desirable responding. 
In line with this prediction, the responses of individuals with high 
levels of concern over impression management exhibited a stronger 
relationship between event sensitivity and unrealistically optimistic 
predications (Study 3). In Study 4 we manipulated instead the extent 
to which participants felt that they could be held accountable for 
their responses. We varied whether participants’ judgments were so-
licited with no mention of confidentiality, with the usual assurances 
of confidentially, or with an “enhanced” confidentiality condition in 
which the anonymity of participants’ responses was emphasized. We 
find that the relationship between event social sensitivity and likeli-
hood estimates varies as a function of the confidentiality condition. It 
is noteworthy that it was not the condition in which participants were 
given no promise of confidentiality where we observed a difference 
compared with the standard confidentiality condition, but rather the 
condition in which we took special steps to emphasize that confiden-
tiality (beyond what is typically done in the literature). 

Finally, building on these results, we propose that past work on 
unrealistic optimism may exaggerate the level of optimism truly held 
by research participants but that this exaggeration should be limited 
to predictions involving socially stigmatizing events. We test this 
hypothesis by using event social sensitivity as a predictor in Study 
5, a meta-analysis of recent unrealistic optimism literature including 
27 independent studies, 8826 participants, and 102 unique events. 
We find that social sensitivity is a significant predictor of unrealistic 
optimism over and beyond other variables investigated in prior re-
search. Remarkably, in the case of events high in social sensitivity, 
we find an effect size for unrealistic optimism that is about twice as 
large as that for events low in social sensitivity.

Too Optimistic about What the Future Holds? How 
Greater Confidence Can Lead to Fewer Purchases

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Recent years have witnessed various cases of corporate scan-

dals, in addition to a long list of unethical behaviors by companies, 
managers, employees and consumers. Partly because of this perva-
siveness of dishonesty in organizations and society more broadly, 
scholars have started investigating what may explain unethical be-
havior. Prior research in behavioral ethics has largely conceptualized 
ethical decisions as a function of individual and contextual factors. 
For example, prior work has examined the effect of individual traits 
such as age and gender (e.g., Muncy and Vitell, 1992), and contex-
tual factors such as peer beliefs (e.g., Tyson, 1992), codes of ethics 
(e.g., Trevino and Youngblood, 1990), culture (e.g., Donaldson and 
Dunfee, 1994) and relative benefits and sanctions (e.g., Trevino and 
Youngblood, 1990). Yet, to date, research has overlooked a potential-
ly important factor: the level of confidence and optimism the person 
facing an ethical dilemma is experiencing. In this paper, we demon-
strate that feelings of confidence significantly influence both unethi-
cal behavior and judgments of ethicality. We propose that feelings 
of confidence can lead decision makers to cross ethical boundaries 
by overstating their performance, by deceiving potential consumers, 
or by offering them products that are of low quality or have safety 
issues.

The story we mirror in our studies goes as follows: A decision 
maker (e.g., a manager) believes she is experiencing just a bad round 
or she is not finding all the time needed to test a product to offer to 
a customer. The same decision maker also believes that she will be 
able to catch up during the next round – or when more time is avail-

able to properly test a product which is ready for the market. The 
more overconfident the decision maker is, the more she is likely to 
experience these feelings and to have this type of beliefs about her 
ability to catch up in the future. In turn, these strong beliefs license 
her to be deceitful when explaining the feature of the product to a 
consumer, or to cheat by overstating performance.

Across two studies we find evidence consistent with these main 
hypotheses. Confident decision makers are more likely to cheat by 
overstating their performance, believing they’ll catch up in the fu-
ture, compared to people in a control condition or who are not very 
confident in their own abilities. In Study 1, decision makers can 
lie about their performance in a given round, and know that there 
will be other rounds subsequently. When they experience a sense 
of heightened confidence, they are more likely to over-report their 
performance believing that they will be able to catch up. Our results 
show that in fact they do not. Similarly, decision makers experienc-
ing confidence are more likely to lie about features of a product so 
that it looks good in the eyes of potential customers compared to 
people in a control condition. These main finding was demonstrated 
in a second study in which decision makers are paid based on how 
consumers react to their products. In this case, a heightened sense of 
confidence leads decision makers to be more likely to hide problems 
the product has and lie about the effectiveness and quality of the 
product.

In this research, we also explore the effects of feeling (too) 
confident on judgments of ethicality. Specifically, a third study dem-
onstrates that feelings of confidence are also related to the accept-
ability of different ethical behaviors in the consumer domain. Spe-
cifically, after a procedure used to induce overconfidence in half of 
the participants, all participants answered Vitell and Muncy’s (2005) 
Consumer Ethics Scale, which includes four different categories of 
ethical behavior. The categories are: Actively benefiting from illegal 
activity (e.g., Changing price tags on merchandise in a retail store, 
or Drinking a can of soda in a supermarket without paying for it); 
Passively benefiting at the expense of others (e.g., Getting too much 
change and not saying anything, or Not saying anything when the 
server miscalculates the bill in your favor); Actively benefiting from 
questionable behavior (e.g., Breaking a bottle of salad dressing in a 
supermarket and doing nothing about it, or Using an expired cou-
pon for merchandise), and No harm/no foul (e.g., Tasting grapes 
in a supermarket and not buying any, and Spending over an hour 
trying on different dresses and not purchasing any). The results of 
this third study show that participants who felt confident rated the 
various unethical behaviors as less acceptable than individuals in the 
control condition, suggesting that confidence may also heightened 
moral leniency. 

Together, the results of these studies provide a rich understand-
ing of the influence of confidence on dishonest and deceitful behav-
ior toward others. By contributing to both research on consumer 
behavior and behavioral ethics, this research allows us to extend ex-
isting models of unethical decision making by focusing on the level 
of confidence and optimism of the wrongdoer.

When Thinking Positive Gets the Better of Us: The Role 
of Optimism in Uninformed Consumer Choice

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
One of the authors was recently enjoying a plate of smoked 

salmon at an airport restaurant. The menu indicated that the salmon 
would be accompanied by toasted bread and a small bowl of an un-
familiar dish called Smetana. The Smetana turned out to look (and 
taste) very similar to whipped butter, but in the absence of more 


