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Four studies reveal perceptions of tipping points-those first moments at which people feel they have observed enough evidence of

change to "officially" interpret noise as signal-are highly asymmetric. People amass less negative evidence to diagnose change for the

worse (decline) than positive evidence to diagnose change for the better (improvement).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Things change. From private fluctuations in health and habits 

to broader cycles in the climate and economy, people must continu-
ally respond to the possibility of something being different now than 
it was before. Responding effectively, however, requires people to 
first come to the conclusion an entity has indeed changed in some 
substantive manner. We refer to this moment as the perception of the 
tipping point—the point at which people begin to perceive noise as 
signal. Four studies reveal a pervasive asymmetry: things change, 
but they are perceived as actually tipping at different rates and in dif-
ferent ways depending on whether people think about change for the 
better or change for the worse.

Study 1 established the basic effect. Participants evaluated 
changes related to athletic performance, academic performance, 
health, mood, luck, habits, friendship, or personality, described in 
different hypothetical scenarios. For each, “decline” participants 
were given a positive starting point and indicated how many obser-
vations of the next 10 must be bad for them to be convinced in genu-
ine change for the worse. For example, in the athlete scenario, they 
indicated how many games of the next 10 must a good athlete play 
poorly to signal official decline. “Improvement” participants rated 
the opposite. Participants demanded about twice as much positive 
evidence to tip for improvement than for decline. For example, a 
handful of awkward encounters, failed exams, bad games, gained 
pounds, and lost bets led people to judge romantic prospects, aca-
demic performance, athletic ability, health, and luck as having “of-
ficially” changed for the worse; yet corresponding positive develop-
ments were dismissed as fickle flukes.

Study 2 replicated these findings via mere framing. Participants 
perused a static image of a graph, allegedly depicting real fluctua-
tions in an index of the United States economy over time. The de-
picted trend line was slightly and ambiguously sloped, and partici-
pants’ task was to interpret it. Participants were told that lower values 
suggest things are getting worse on this particular index (“decline” 
condition), or that things are getting better (“improvement” condi-
tion). Note that everyone saw the exact same graph. And yet, it was 
interpreted as more “real” when framed as decline versus improve-
ment. We replicated this effect in the domain of public health (rather 
than the economy) and also when inverting the slope direction, sug-
gesting that the effect asymmetry generalizes.

Study 3 significantly expanded this basic effect by assessing 
real consequential behavior. Participants played three completely 
random, completely independent card-flipping games. The games 
were rigged such that some participants lost the first two (“decline” 
participants) and others won the first two (“improvement” partici-
pants). Before the third game, they were invited to bet on the out-
come using their participation payment: “decline” participants were 
invited to bet that their third game would be another loss, while 
“improvement” participants were invited to bet that their third game 
would be another win. While exactly 50% of “improvement” par-

ticipants gambled on a third win in a row, nearly 75% of “decline” 
participants gambled on a third loss in a row. A hot streak apparently 
runs out quickly (positive signals are perceived as a passing fluke) 
while an identical cold streak seems here to stay (negative signals are 
perceived as a lasting trend).

Study 4 sought to explain this asymmetry, in particular going 
beyond hedging. Participants imagined repeated social interactions, 
one at a time. “Decline” participants read about a morally good per-
son who, at Interaction #1, behaved slightly immorally. At this point, 
they could choose to click to the next page to find out how the person 
behaved at Interaction #2, or indicate they had seen enough evidence 
to conclude the person had truly changed. “Improvement” partici-
pants evaluated a bad person who behaved morally. Here we repli-
cated the asymmetry: participants amassed a pair of bad behaviors 
before tipping for decline but twice as many good behaviors before 
tipping for improvement.  In another version, however, participants 
role-played as “Evil Evaluators” and imagined needing to find a 
fallen saint who indeed changed for the worse, and that they would 
be penalized if the person was misdiagnosed. And yet, participants 
were still twice as fast to tip for decline. This suggests the asymme-
try is not driven by hedging alone. Participants had to be especially 
cautious in their diagnosis of decline but still tipped just as readily 
as they normally do; signals of decline are overweighted not only to 
hedge against costs but because capacities to change for the worse 
(hit floor) may seem more universally likely.

Taken together, an asymmetry at the tipping point of change not 
only fills missing gaps in the change perception literature, but also 
raises significant practical implications.

People might be overly quick to punish others but overly slow 
to reward others who are trying to change, and likewise too slow to 
appreciate their own progress but too quick to feel hopeless from 
equivalent regression. In general, people should bear in mind how 
suddenly cold streaks can (appear to) form and consider the fickle-
ness of reputation; in our studies, being moral or having a happy 
relationship at the start counted for less than one might hope.

Finally, our framework as a whole also invites a novel perspec-
tive for re-thinking important policy debates over broader societal 
changes, such as climatic, economic, and viral cycles. Traditionally, 
“effective persuasion” is first and foremost thought to involve con-
vincing the other side that a chosen problem indeed exists and should 
be addressed, even if one’s exact method of convincing (e.g., central/
peripheral routes) might vary. We suggest a more crucial (and, to 
date, overlooked) piece: as difficult as it is to convince others that 
one’s chosen issue is a problem (a negative change likely demand-
ing little evidence), it may be even harder to convince others that 
policy solutions will be effective (a positive change likely demand-
ing greater evidence). Policy-makers should put more effort into this 
back-end of the persuasion process and emphasize the gradual nature 
of improvement following a proposed intervention, beyond the mere 
existence of decline.


