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People tend to display a remarkable propensity toward 
excessive optimism, predicting futures that are often 
quite unrealistically positive. Researchers have docu-
mented this unrealistic optimism in over a thousand stud-
ies and for a diverse array of undesirable events, including 
diseases, natural disasters, and a host of other events 
ranging from unwanted pregnancies and home radon 
contamination to the end of romantic relationships 
(Shepperd, Klein, Waters, & Weinstein, 2013). The same 
optimistic propensity appears for desirable events, such 
as graduating from college, getting married, and having 
favorable medical outcomes (e.g., Weinstein, 1980). In 
this brief primer, we address four questions: What is 
unrealistic optimism? When do people display unrealistic 
optimism? Why do people display unrealistic optimism? 
And what are the consequences of unrealistic optimism? 
This primer is designed to provide a snapshot of the field 
35 years after the publication of the article that intro-
duced the term unrealistic optimism (Weinstein, 1980).

What Is Unrealistic Optimism?

People are considered unrealistically optimistic if they 
predict that a personal future outcome will be more 
favorable than that suggested by a relevant, objective 
standard. Unrealistic optimism also occurs when people 
unduly predict that their personal outcomes will be more 

favorable than the outcomes of their peers (Shepperd 
et  al., 2013). The concept is distinct both empirically 
(Davidson & Prkachin, 1997) and conceptually from dis-
positional optimism, a personality trait representing gen-
erally positive expectations about the future.

Researchers distinguish between two types of unreal-
istic optimism that differ in the standard against which 
personal predictions are compared (Shepperd et  al., 
2013). The first type is unrealistic absolute optimism, 
which refers to an unjustified belief that a personal out-
come will be more favorable than the outcomes indi-
cated by a quantitative objective standard (e.g., 
epidemiological or base-rate data). Researchers have 
operationalized unrealistic absolute optimism in a num-
ber of ways. For example, several studies have compared 
personal predictions with actual outcomes, such as exam 
grades or starting salaries after college graduation 
(Shepperd, Ouellette, & Fernandez, 1996). Other studies 
have demonstrated that financial advisors are overly opti-
mistic in their economic predictions (Calderon, 1993) and 
that people in general are quite unrealistic in their esti-
mates of the time it will take to complete a task 
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(Newby-Clark, Ross, Buehler, Koehler, & Griffin, 2000), a 
misjudgment known as the planning fallacy. Investi-
gations have also operationalized unrealistic absolute 
optimism by comparing people’s estimates with popula-
tion base rates. For example, field measurements revealed 
that 73% of homes in Columbus, Ohio, had elevated 
radon levels. Yet area homeowners estimated only a 27% 
chance that their own home would have a radon prob-
lem (Weinstein & Lyon, 1999). Researchers have shown 
similar patterns of unrealistic optimism in people’s esti-
mates of their likelihood of experiencing a divorce, con-
tracting a sexually transmitted disease, or having an 
unplanned pregnancy (e.g., Rothman, Klein, & Weinstein, 
1996).

The second type of unrealistic optimism is unrealistic 
comparative optimism, which refers to the erroneous 
estimate that one’s personal outcomes will be more favor-
able than the outcomes of one’s peers. Researchers have 
operationalized unrealistic comparative optimism in two 
ways. In the first, an individual incorrectly judges that his 
or her risk is less than that of other people. For example, 
participants in one study estimated whether they were 
more likely, less likely, or equally likely to have a fatal 
heart attack relative to the average person. The research-
ers then compared these estimates with the predictions 
of an epidemiologically based personalized heart-attack 
risk-assessment algorithm to determine whether partici-
pants were indeed more, less, or equally likely to have a 
fatal heart attack compared with the average person. The 
comparison revealed that 56% of participants were unre-
alistically optimistic, 25% were unrealistically pessimistic, 
and 19% were accurate (Radcliffe & Klein, 2002). Other 
studies have revealed similar findings for breast cancer 
(Waters et  al., 2011) and smoking-related diseases 
(Ayanian & Cleary, 1999).

The second way to operationalize unrealistic compar-
ative optimism involves identifying whether a group of 
people, rather than a specific individual, is unrealistically 
optimistic. This approach assumes that a group is dis-
playing accuracy if the mean of all their individual com-
parative-risk judgments for a particular outcome is 
“average.” The rationale is that at the group level, people 
who report below-average risk should be balanced by 
people reporting above average-risk, if they are all being 
accurate. The group is displaying unrealistic optimism if 
the mean estimate is significantly lower than “average.” 
Most research examining unrealistic optimism has used 
this approach and has repeatedly demonstrated unrealis-
tic comparative optimism. Unrealistic comparative opti-
mism persists even when controlling for methodological 
factors such as the nature of the sample and the scale 
used to examine comparative-risk judgments (Shepperd 
et al., 2013).

Although unrealistic absolute and unrealistic compara-
tive optimism differ operationally and conceptually, they 
are likely positively correlated in some instances. 
Nevertheless, evidence suggests that they may vary in 
their causes, prevalence, and potential effects (see 
Shepperd et al., 2013, for more detail).

When Do People Display Unrealistic 
Optimism?

People are not unrealistically optimistic at all times or for 
all events (Harris, Griffin, & Murray, 2008). For example, 
people often show less unrealistic comparative optimism 
when estimating their chances of experiencing negative 
events that occur frequently in the population (Chambers, 
Windschitl, & Suls, 2003). Why? It appears that people 
often consider their own circumstances and risk-relevant 
behaviors yet neglect the circumstances and behaviors of 
others. Put simply, people reason that a common nega-
tive outcome is likely to happen to them and, thus, is 
more likely to happen to them than to other people. 
They overlook the fact that the outcome is also likely to 
happen to other people.

In addition, people are less likely to display unrealistic 
optimism for events that they perceive to be beyond their 
control (C. T. F. Klein & Helweg-Larsen, 2002). Perceiving 
control over an outcome allows people to base their pre-
dictions on their plans and intentions (e.g., intentions to 
exercise, diet, stop smoking, etc.). When people perceive 
that they have no control over an outcome, there is less 
they can point to that justifies optimism. Indeed, anything 
that serves to constrain predictions reduces unrealistic 
optimism. For instance, people display less unrealistic 
optimism when they believe their estimates might be 
challenged, particularly in the near future (Carroll, 
Sweeny, & Shepperd, 2006); when they receive base-rate 
information about an event (Rothman et al., 1996); and 
when they have prior experience with an event. Finally, 
people who have previously experienced an unfavorable 
outcome are less optimistic about their chances of avoid-
ing a recurrence (see Helweg-Larsen & Shepperd, 2001). 
Although unrealistic optimism can vary with situational 
factors, it also seems resistant to interventions designed 
to reduce it (Weinstein & Klein, 1995).

Why Are People Unrealistically 
Optimistic?

Unrealistic optimism has many causes, making it a robust 
and widespread phenomenon. These causes fall into 
three broad categories (Shepperd, Carroll, Grace, & Terry, 
2002). The first is that people are motivated to believe, or 
to have others believe (Tyler & Rosier, 2009), that they 
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are unlikely to experience unfavorable outcomes. For 
example, the desire to feel good may motivate people to 
be unrealistically optimistic in their personal predictions. 
Moreover, evidence suggests that people believe that 
they should be unrealistically optimistic—in other words, 
people believe that it is better to be unrealistically opti-
mistic than accurate or pessimistic in personal predic-
tions (Armor, Massey, & Sackett, 2008).

The second reason for unrealistic optimism is that 
people possess different (and often more) information 
about themselves than about the average person. People 
know their personal history and their plans and inten-
tions, and they use this information when calculating 
their chances of experiencing an outcome. However, 
they lack this information about others. Importantly, 
when researchers provide study participants with perti-
nent information about others, the participants seem to 
realize that they are not so different, and their unrealistic 
optimism declines (Epley & Dunning, 2000). In a related 
vein, people show something called the person-positivity 
bias—a tendency to evaluate a target more favorably the 
more it resembles a specific, visualizable human being 
(Sears, 1983). In the typical demonstration of unrealistic 
optimism, the comparison target is “the average person 
your age,” which is less humanlike (i.e., more vague) 
than a specific target such as the self and is thus rated as 
more likely to experience unfavorable outcomes (Regan, 
Snyder, & Kassin, 1995).

Finally, unrealistic optimism can be a natural conse-
quence of the way people process information. Two pro-
cesses bear mentioning. The first is the representativeness 
heuristic (Tversky, 1977), whereby people judge their 
likelihood of experiencing an event on the basis of how 
well they match their stereotype of the people who expe-
rience the event. For example, when people are asked to 
estimate their risk of getting in an automobile accident 
relative to the average driver, the question itself seems to 
prompt them to think about someone who drives too 
fast, mixes alcohol and driving, and is inattentive to other 
drivers (Perloff & Fetzer, 1986). In comparison to this 
prototype, people naturally conclude that their risk is 
lower.

The second process is the tendency for people to 
transform a comparative judgment into a personal judg-
ment. When asked to compare their risk to that of the 
average person, people sometimes merely consider their 
personal risk, transforming the comparative-risk judg-
ment into a personal-risk judgment with no clear refer-
ence group. They infer that if their risk is low, it must be 
lower than the risk of others. Supporting this explanation 
is evidence that people rely primarily on information 
about the self when making comparative judgments (e.g., 
Eiser, Pahl, & Prins, 2001).

Some researchers have argued that unrealistic optimism 
is not a bias if it arises from the second and third explana-
tions we have described (Hahn & Harris, 2014). Yet whether 
one labels unrealistic optimism as a bias or as something 
else does not negate the larger point that unrealistic opti-
mism occurs reliably in clearly identified situations and for 
several empirically demonstrated reasons— and, as we dis-
cuss below, has real consequences.

What Are the Consequences of 
Unrealistic Optimism?

Both unrealistic absolute optimism and unrealistic com-
parative optimism can have significant consequences for 
affect, decision making, and behavior. For example, 
research shows that unrealistic absolute optimism can 
lead to misplaced hope. In one study, over 60% of partici-
pants in a Phase 1 clinical cancer trial believed that they 
were more likely than the other trial participants to expe-
rience health benefits from the trial ( Jansen et al., 2011). 
This optimism occurred even though patients knew that 
the trial was only examining the feasibility of a future 
randomized trial and that the treatment was unlikely to 
offer health benefits to any participants. Other research 
has revealed that unrealistic absolute optimism leads to 
disappointment, regret, and other problems when out-
comes fall short of expectations (Carroll et al., 2006). For 
example, college students who were unrealistically opti-
mistic about their performance on an exam reported 
increases in negative affect after receiving their exam 
score, whereas realistic and pessimistic students reported 
a decrease in negative affect after receiving their score 
(Sweeny & Shepperd, 2010). Furthermore, college stu-
dents who displayed unrealistic absolute optimism about 
their academic performance suffered declines in self-
esteem and well-being over time (Robins & Beer, 2001).

Research also shows that unrealistic absolute opti-
mism can have behavioral consequences. For example, 
smokers typically overestimate their ability to quit smok-
ing if and when they decide to quit (Weinstein, 2001), 
which may lead them to persist in smoking well beyond 
the time it becomes an entrenched behavior. Relatedly, 
smokers who displayed unrealistic absolute optimism 
reported lower intentions to quit smoking (Dillard, 
McCaul, & Klein, 2006). Other research has revealed that 
people inadequately plan for and allocate time to com-
plete tasks, which in turn can lead to a host of problems 
(Newby-Clark et al., 2000). Still other studies have shown 
that people who are unrealistically optimistic about pay-
ing off credit card debt make poorer decisions about 
credit card features, opting for cards with lower annual 
fees rather than lower interest rates (Yang, Markoczy, & 
Qi, 2007).
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A growing number of studies suggest that unrealistic 
comparative optimism can also be problematic for behav-
ior. For example, participants in one study who displayed 
unrealistic comparative optimism wagered more money 
on the outcome of a trivia test (Moore & Small, 2007). 
Another study found that among college freshmen, 
greater unrealistic optimism about avoiding alcohol-
related problems corresponded with greater alcohol con-
sumption 1 year later (Dillard, Midboe, & Klein, 2009). 
And a third study found that people who were unrealisti-
cally optimistic about avoiding the H1N1 virus reported 
lower intentions to wash their hands and use hand sani-
tizers (Kim & Niederdeppe, 2013).

Unrealistic optimism is not always problematic. 
Positive outcome expectations sometimes foster goal per-
sistence, positive affect, and hope (Armor & Taylor, 1998), 
although these benefits may be unproductive if the out-
come is largely uncontrollable. Because unrealistic opti-
mism represents a positive outcome expectation, it may 
have similar effects. A recent study, for example, found 
that cardiac patients who reported greater unrealistic 
comparative optimism about their future cardiac risk (i.e., 
they reported that they were at less risk than the typical 
person who experienced the same cardiac event to have 
another cardiac event) were less likely to experience a 
cardiac event over the next 12 months (Hevey, McGee, & 
Horgan, 2014). In addition, a study of HIV-infected men 
revealed that greater unrealistic optimism about one’s 
chances of developing AIDS corresponded with more 
healthful behavior (Taylor et al., 1992). Critically, we have 
a limited understanding of when unrealistic optimism is 
beneficial versus problematic, but we suspect that it may 
be beneficial for people who are already actively coping 
with a problem and for events that are temporally distal 
rather than proximal (W. M. P. Klein & Zajac, 2009).

Whether the consequences are positive or negative 
may also depend on the time considered. The conse-
quences of unrealistic optimism are likely innocuous or 
even positive in the short run (e.g., reduced anxiety, per-
sistence toward goals) but negative in the long run (e.g., 
increased likelihood of negative outcomes due to 
increased risk behavior, failure to take precautions, or 
insufficient preparation). Perhaps nowhere are the long-
term negative consequences more apparent than in 
research on planning fallacy (Newby-Clark et al., 2000).

It is important to keep in mind that most studies 
about unrealistic comparative optimism are correla-
tional and cross-sectional, which makes it impossible to 
determine whether the behaviors linked to unrealistic 
optimism are a consequence of the optimism. Low per-
ceived risk may not increase risky behavior; rather, peo-
ple may feel that their risk is low because they take 
precautions. It is also possible that some third variable 
(e.g., dispositional optimism, ignorance of an important 

risk factor, overestimation of personal control) is causing 
both the unrealistic optimism and the risky behavior.

Conclusion

In the past three and a half decades, we have gained a 
clearer understanding of when and why unrealistic opti-
mism occurs and how it manifests itself. We now know 
that unrealistic comparative optimism may arise from an 
error in personal-outcome estimates, an error in the out-
come estimates made on behalf of others, or both. 
Although unrealistic optimism is pervasive, people are 
less likely to display unrealistic optimism for uncontrol-
lable and common events, when they have base-rate 
information, and when they believe that their predictions 
might be challenged, particularly in the near future. We 
also know that unrealistic optimism has no single cause. 
Although it is sometimes motivated by personal goals 
such as self-enhancement or impression management, it 
also can arise from errors in the way people process 
information as well as from differences in the information 
people have about themselves versus the comparison 
standard. Finally, we know that unrealistic optimism can 
be more than just an interesting phenomenon in ques-
tionnaire ratings. It can have important, and sometimes 
harmful, consequences for people’s futures.

Recommended Reading

Shepperd, J. A., Klein, W. M. P., Waters, E. A., & Weinstein, 
N. D. (2013). Taking stock of unrealistic optimism. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 8, 395–411. 
doi:10.1177/1745691613485247. Provides a detailed review 
of three decades of research on unrealistic optimism and 
responds to recent methodological criticisms of the field.
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