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The optimism bias: reasons to be cheerful
Tali Sharot explains how she discovered the optimism bias, and how it helps to keep
people feeling happier
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Tali Sharot: 'There’s a saying that you have expect the gold in order to get the silver.' Photograph: Andy Hall for the
Observer
What exactly is the optimism bias?
The Optimism Bias: Why we're wired to look on the bright side
by Tali Sharot
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Expecting the future to be slightly better than it ends up being. People tend to overestimate positive events – having a
long-lasting relationship, or a certain salary, professional success – and underestimate the likelihood of negative
events such as cancer, being in an accident, getting divorced. So it's this difference between your expectations and the
outcome, where the former are slightly better than the latter.
How did you stumble across it?
I was looking at whether the neural mechanisms involved in remembering the past are involved in imagining the
future. My work on memory is mostly about traumatic negative events, so I was interested in imagining negative
traumatic events, but had to compare that with people just imagining everyday boring events. But when I asked
people to imagine boring events, they usually imagined some kind of magnificent scenario, which I found very
surprising.
Were you so surprised because you're actually a pessimist? You hadn't expected such surprising
results.
Not at all. And you might say I was optimistic because I was looking for something specific. It wasn't because I was or
am a pessimist. But neither do I think people can classify themselves accurately as pessimistic or optimistic.
How optimistic would you say you are?
I don't think people can know their own level of optimism. The only way to do it is to be tested; I know all of these
experiments so I can't test myself. My guess is I would probably be average. That's the best statistical guess you can
always make, right? The average person is mildly optimistic; 80% of the population will be on the optimistic side.
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In some countries – for example, Britain –it is more culturally acceptable to be pessimistic. In the US, being
optimistic is considered a good thing, so I suspect people there would usually say they are optimistic; here, people
might say not. But there is no actual difference.
People who are pessimists actually seem to have a more realistic vision of the future, but this does
them no good.
In general, you have to have positive expectation to reach your goals.
Does that mean Olympic athletes are victims of false cognitive biases? They can't all win gold, but
they have to believe they can to propel them through years of training.
I don't know if athletes are more optimistic – maybe because you can say that about many professions. Look at mine.
People always think that their next paper will be the one that changes everything. But they can't all be. And I actually
encourage my students to think like that because it could be true and it motivates them to do things.
You give the example of the law students who are told there is a divorce rate of 50% but still believe
their relationships will last for ever. Has it made you take a more realistic view of human
relationships?
Yes, I suspect I do.
Does that mean you are less of a romantic than you were before?
Possibly. But it may be because I am older.
But in the book you say that being older doesn't necessarily make you wiser.
That's true, though research shows that happiness goes down to middle age, then starts going back up. So when you
get to your 70s and 80s, you seem to be in quite a good place. We are looking at the optimism bias across the lifespan.
It seems like there is not much difference but there hasn't been a very good investigation.
You talk about the introspection illusion. It seems that the harder you try to think about yourself, the
less self-knowledge you seem to accrue.
It's not the harder you try, but that you end up attending to the wrong kind of things, not those that will matter. I give
an example where people try to decide between two paintings to put on the wall. They try to think about which one
will make them happier, but attend to elements which are not actually important for an emotional reaction.
Why are we are so bad at predicting what will make us happy?
First, because when we think about the future we rely on our memories – and they are biased as well. So we don't
remember everything and don't remember everything accurately. Emotion changes how we remember things and that
is really where I started my research, looking at memories from 9/11, which are vivid but not necessarily accurate. If
you try to predict how you are going to feel on your next vacation, for example, what you remember from your
previous vacations are the highlights so you don't remember all of the boring bits.
Second, we focus on specific elements rather than look at the whole. So you think how you are going to feel when you
are sitting on the beach but not how you are going to feel while getting there.
You say that the financial crisis in 2008 is essentially a result of optimism bias.
Yes. It's a simple example, where most people, from individuals to financial analysts to government officials, all
thought that the market would go up and up and up and ignored evidence to the contrary. Research we have done
lately shows that people take into account more about information that indicates things will be positive in the future.
You studied at Tel Aviv University. Do you think that Israel is an example of a nation with an
optimism bias?
I definitely think Israelis are. I make the point that a lot of times in very difficult circumstances people are actually
more optimistic. Such as in the financial crisis of 2008 and the Great Depression in the 1930s, because in those
instances you need it even more. And I think that's quite often true of Israel.
You seem to say we are all engaged in making predictions, but the only people who seem to be any
good at it are the ones who are a bit depressed.
It's not they are good at it, just that their prediction is more like the outcome.
So they're more accurate at it?
They are more accurate at predicting, but also their prediction is affecting the outcome so there's a circular thing.
Does this mean fortune favours the deluded?
Definitely. It's not only when you predict the future, it's also when you think about yourself. Most people have a
positive illusion about themselves. It doesn't mean we think we are extremely good-looking and intelligent, but we
think we're a little bit more than what some objective measure would show. It's good that we have this bias. It keeps
us happier.
One of the most wonderful tricks you talk about is how we believe we've always made the best choice.
That's true. Depressed individuals don't do that, so they ruminate. One of the symptoms of depression is ruminating.
People go back and say: "Why did I do that? I could have done this" rather than say: "This was the best decision at the
time" and move on. It's the same with decisions. I often tell people who are having problems making a decision: "You
know, it doesn't matter what you choose. You're probably going to think it's the right decision."
What are you researching next?
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We're looking at altering optimism using biological measures and ways to try and enhance or reduce it.
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