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judge such alternatives more positively and express a higher intent to purchase and consume.

 
 
[to cite]:

Selin Malkoc, Ayelet Gneezy, and Simona Botti (2011) ,"When Thinking Positive Gets the Better of Us: the Role of Optimism in

Uninformed Consumer Choice", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L.

Chartrand, and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 50-52.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009385/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1009385/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


50 / The Best Attended Session at ACR: New Research on Optimism

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 
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diagnostic information, she continued to spread it on the toasted 
bread without the slightest pang of guilt. Reality hit only when, after 
pointing at the empty Smetana bowl and asking for another one, the 
waiter brought what he described as “more butter.” The butter was, 
of course, left untouched. 

This paper investigates similar situations in which consumers’ 
have limited diagnostic information about choice options and thus 
casts an optimistic glow on the evaluation of that option. Research 
has shown that individuals tend to be optimistic when assessing the 
likelihood of a desirable (but not undesirable) event, a bias known 
as the wishful thinking or desirability bias. Individuals are also un-
realistically optimistic in their relative comparisons, believing that 
negative (positive) events are less (more) likely to happen to them 
than others. In this paper we build on research on positivity offset to 
investigate a different type of optimism related to consumers’ evalu-
ation of a decision outcome rather than to its likelihood assessment. 
Positivity offset is defined as the individuals’ tendency to show a 
positive motivational approach at very low levels of evaluative acti-
vation. As a result of positivity offset, individuals may exhibit rela-
tively positive rather than neutral expectations for unknown future 
events and may form positive impressions of unknown others. We 
therefore predict that when there is little or no diagnostic information 
about an option, consumers exhibit a general optimistic tendency by 
evaluating that option more positively than it would be warranted 
and thus seeking for more risk than they would have otherwise. 

We tested this prediction in six studies. The first study replicat-
ed the circumstance described initially. Participants read a scenario 
in which they imagined being in a foreign country and tasting a local 
specialty. The specialty was shown in a picture illustrating a familiar 
bowl of whipped butter, but it was described either with less diag-
nostic (“Smetana”) or more diagnostic (“Smetana, a whipped-butter-
like spread” or “a whipped-butter spread”) information. Participants 
were assigned to one of the three information conditions and asked to 
evaluate the dish. Results show that, relative to those in the two more 
diagnostic conditions, participants in the less diagnostic (“Smetana”) 
condition thought that the spread was healthier, less fatty, and tastier, 
and reported the intention to eat more of it. Controlling for motivated 
reasoning (worry about weight and liking of the spread) did not alter 
the conclusions. 

In the second study we aimed to directly rule out motivated rea-
soning as an alternative explanation and collect further evidence for 
our optimistic glow hypothesis. Participants imagined being in Tur-
key and having to decide whether or not to stay in an accommoda-
tion. The accommodation was illustrated in a picture showing a clas-
sic US Motel. As in the previous study, however, the accommodation 
was given either a non-diagnostic (“Pansiyon”) or a more diagnostic 
(“Motel” or “Pansiyon (Motel-like)”) description. To control for the 
motivated reasoning explanation, participants were asked to imagine 
either being tired, and as such motivated to stay in the accommoda-
tion, or not. Consistent with study 1, results show that participants 
were more likely to stay in the accommodation in the less diagnostic 
“Pansiyon” condition than in the other two, more diagnostic, condi-
tions, regardless of whether or not they had a motivation to do so.  

Next three studies we added more information about the evalu-
ation target than simply an image and a short description. In studies 
3 and 4, participants were told to imagine buying a bookcase from 
an online retailer. Participants were provided with customers’ rat-
ings of the retailer that were on average favorable (unfavorable) in 
the positive (negative) information condition, and with no ratings in 
the no-information condition. Participants were then asked whether 
or not they would buy the bookcase. The two studies differed in the 
manipulation of the mean and variance of the reported customers’ 

ratings. Results of both studies shows that, regardless of the rating 
variance, participants in the no-information condition were as likely 
to buy the bookcase as those in the positive information condition 
and more likely than those in the negative information condition. 
Study five replicated these findings with a different product category. 
In particular, participants imagined choosing a hiking trail and were 
provided with reviews from previous hikers. Once again, we found 
that participants in the no-review condition were as likely to buy the 
bookcase as those in the positive review condition and more likely 
than those in the negative review condition.

Last study moved to a real choice and consumption situation. 
Participants were told that the study was about tasting and evaluating 
Bolivian chocolates. The participants were either given no informa-
tion, positive information (a vignette about the good reputation of 
Bolivian chocolate) or negative information (a vignette about the bad 
reputation of the Bolivian chocolate). In addition to tasting and eval-
uating the chocolate, participants were also given an option to snack 
on this chocolate during the 30-min session. The results showed that 
those who were given no information about Bolivian chocolates 
found it to be as tasty, high quality, and enjoyable as those who were 
given positive information and significantly more than those who 
were given negative information. More importantly, this pattern was 
replicated with the actual consumption of the chocolates during the 
study. 

Overall, this set of studies supports our hypothesis that con-
sumer are optimistic when evaluating options about which they are 
relatively uninformed. Participants seemed to give a “credit slack” 
to options about which they had less (or no) diagnostic information, 
with could lead to potentially harmful consequences in the cases of 
relatively unhealthy or unsafe alternatives, such as fatty food, shady 
accommodations, and untrustworthy retailers. 
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