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Abstract—Large samples of students in the Midwest and in Southern The idea of a focusing illusion involves hypotheses about two psy-
California rated satisfaction with life overall as well as with varigughological processes, one in the subject whose experience is predicted
aspects of life, for either themselves or someone similar to themse(ttes paraplegic or the lottery winner) and the other in the judge [who
in one of the two regions. Self-reported overall life satisfaction was timakes the prediction (who could be the same person). The evigdence
same in both regions, but participants who rated a similar othénplies that, to a substantial extent, paraplegics and lottery winners do
expected Californians to be more satisfied than Midwesterneeslapt to their new circumstances. A redistribution of attention is |ike-
Climate-related aspects were rated as more important for sompdyndo be one of the mechanisms that produce this adaptation: Para-
living in another region than for someone in one’s own region. Megtilegics and lottery winners have many experiences that do not felate
ation analyses showed that satisfaction with climate and with culfuditectly to their special status. Once the situation in which they |find
opportunities accounted for the higher overall life satisfaction préhemselves is no longer novel, people in these circumstances |often
dicted for Californians. Judgments of life satisfaction in a diffefeperhaps mostly) think of other things, such as the food they eat ¢r the
location are susceptible to a focusing illusion: Easily observed [agdssip they hear. However, a judge who tries to imagine the life|of a
distinctive differences between locations are given more weightparaplegic or of a lottery winner will naturally focus attention on the
such judgments than they will have in reality. special circumstances of these cases. This mismatch in the allocation
of attention will cause the judge to exaggerate the impact of thesg cir-
cumstances on the subject.
The most famous article in the psychological literature on well- 1t js possible to document a focusing illusion by comparing the fpre-
being (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978) reported anfctions of individuals who must imagine the life satisfaction of para-
small differences in life satisfaction between paraplegics and norrﬁ@ ics with the predictions of other individuals whose judgments are
control subjects, on the one hand, and between lottery winners gaded on actual observation. To examine whether the focusing illlision
normal control subjects, on the other. This provocative finding h@ﬁerates in perceptions of paraplegics, we asked 119 students tg com-
been Dbolstered by much subsequent evidence in many domajge a questionnaire about the frequency with which paraplégics
(Diener & Diener, 1996). For example, Silver (1982) found that|thg,,|q exhibit various happiness-related behaviors in specified ditua-
affective experience of paraplegics was already predominantly pgjns. We also included a question that asked about the relative fre-
tive only a few weeks after their accidents. A more recent study rep%%ncies of good and bad moods. The key independent variable was
ed that the frequency of positive affect returns to normal levels WithjRother question, “Have you ever known someone who is a para-
a year following the death of a loved one (Suh, Diener, & Fujitgiegic?” We predicted that people who knew paraplegics would yiew
1996). In general, the correlations between various aspects of slibjggm as happier than people who did not. The results were unequivo-
tive well-being and objective life circumstances tend to be surprisingy Knowing a paraplegic had a highly significant effect on respopses
ly low. In contrast, stable temperamental factors predict subjectiyemost questions about a paraplegic’s life<(.005). For example
well-being with substantial accuracy, and the correlation between FQ@pondents who said they had never known a paraplegic estimated a
affective experience of twins reared apart is also quite high (Lykk dominance of bad moods over good (43% vs. 32%), whereas |those
Tellegen, 1996). These observations led Headey and Wearing ( had known a paraplegic as a friend or relative had the opposite
to propose that individuals are endowed with an affective set poi tp@rception (20% vs. 53%). The message is clear: The less you [know
which they are drawn to return after any change of circumstances.qpout paraplegics, the worse off you think they are.
The fame of the Brickman et al. article is a significant observation | sewenstein and Erederick (1997) found a related effect when|they
in its own right. The article is famous because its results are d ed one group of subjects to predict how various personal and| envi-
counterintuitive: An observer would expect paraplegics to be Mqghmental changes would affect their well-being over the next decade
miserable and lottery winners to be happier than they are in actyalifyy another group to evaluate how matched changes had affecteld their
We propose that this error is a special case of a more general effect{afitheing over the past decade. Results showed that people expected
we call afocusing illusionWhen a judgment about an entire object oheir overall well-being to be affected much more by future changes
category is made with attention focused on a subset of that catedofied they believed matched changes had affected their well-being in
focusing illusion is likely to occur, whereby the attended subsgtijss past. With experience, subjects apparently recognized the limited
overweighted relative to the unattended subset. In particular, rin,%act on well-being of specific narrow changes in their circyim-
attention is drawn to the possibility of a change in any signifi affances, but they were unable to put such changes into perspective
aspect of life, the perceived effect of this change on well-being is |ikgnen forecasting the future.
ly to be exaggerated. Another instance of the focusing illusion has been reported in $tud-
ies by Schwarz, Strack, and their colleagues (see Schwarz, 1996| for a
general summary). In one study, college students were asked two
Address correspondence to David Schkade, Department of Managemguestions: “How happy are you?” and “How many dates did you have
University of Texas, Austin, TX 78712-1174; e-mail: schkade@mail.utexasledst month?” The correlation between these questions depended on the
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order in which they appeaed: The corelaion was .12 vhen the hp-
piness question camiedt, but rose to .66 \wen the atler was eversed
Focusing #&ention on dang is gpaently suficient to induce the illu
sion tha this aspect of l# dominaes ones well-being

Counteréctual thoughtskout ones avn hapiness plg an impor
tant iole in human lies: People sometimes ender &dout wha it
would be like to be in another john another cityor with another
spouseSystem8c errors in sut thoughts can lva signifcant conse
guences if indiiduals ae moved to act upon them.

Forecasts bout the vell-being of other people can alsovkal
implications for action.The oiginal motiation for this stug con
cemed the accay with which people could mdict the efect of a
specifed change in dimate on the ll-being of futue genestions.
Beliefs dout sut efects mg detemine hav urgent the poblem of
global waming gpeas tody, and infuence pubc willingness to
take actions intended to inence the cowe of @ents.A focusing
illusion would lead people toxeggerate the aglerse impact of k-
maic changes ly undeestimding the &ility of future genegtions to
adapt.

In this aticle, we desdbe an instance of thedusing illusion,
which was induced ¥ causing people tootus on the ditrence
between lving in Califomia and the Midiest. We used a a@ss-
sectional design in kich self-ieports of life saisfaction made ppec
ple who lived in a cerin locdion were compagd with pedictions of
lif e saisfaction made Y people vho lived elsehere. Our typotheses
were (a) tha there would be no signi€ant diference betwen esk
dents of the tw regions in eported overall lif e sdisfaction and (b) tha
judgments madeybresidents of bothegions would reflect a belief
tha “someone lile them”would be moe sdisfied in Calibrnia than
in the Midwvest.The results corifmed both gipotheses.

METHOD

A total of 1,993 undgraduae studentstahe Unversity of Michi-
gan (= 492),0hio Stae Uniersity (n = 499),the Uniersity of Cat
ifornia, LosAngeles (= 503),and the Uniersity of California, Irvine
(n = 499) vere recuited ty professional swey firms and paid
between $7 and $10of a 1-hr sessiordepending on the pwailing
rate & ead uniersity. Participants completed a self-adminisdr
questionnaig in a goup setting and are andomy assigned to cen
ditions. Eab paticipant angvered a sdes of questionstsut \arious
aspects of I for a specitd taget peson,who either vas the pdic-
ipant himself or heself or was a student Il the paticipant & one of
the other uniersities. Half the paicipants vere told tha the suvey
was dout the vell-being of students agss the counyr and the oth
ers were told tha the subject w&s the dkct of dimate on vell-being
to piime the topic of kmate.

The frst Hock of questions laout the taget peson bgan with a
guestion hout“satisfaction with life overall,” using an 11-point scal
rangng from -5 extremey dissdisfied) to +5 Extremey sdisfied).
The net page induded a sees of questionskmut the taget peson’s
sdisfaction with 11 spedif aspects of his or her dif(seeTable 1),
using the same scal€her were sereral forms of the questionnair
in which the oder of questions &s \aiied. The secondlbck of ques
tions askd dout the impaiance of edt aspect of |é to the well-
being of the taget peson,using a 5-point scal@ngng from 1 fot &
all important) to 5 extremey impotant). The thid block contained

demayraphic questionsizout the paicipant.
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For the frst Hock of questionsrespondents in theelf condition
were asled: “Please cicle the anwer thd represents he saisfied or
dissdisfied you ae with tha aspect of lie” Respondents in thather
condition vere asled: “Please cicle the umber th& best epresents
how saisfied or disstisfied a student withgur values and intests &
University X would be with thaaspect of his or her &' For the see
ond Hock of questionsrespondents in thgelf condition were asled:
“Please cicle the mumber tha best epresents he important tha
aspect of lié is to yur well-being” Respondents in thether condi
tion were aslked: “Please cicle the umber tha best epresents ha
important tha aspect of lié would be to the will-being of a studen
with your values and intests & University X" The instuctions br
the other condition were designed to encage the espondents td
imagine hav they would feel d@ another sgool, without dvelling on
specifc facts dout their li, suc as the esidence of their pants or
the equirement to pg nonesident uniersity fees.

RESULTS

Demagr aphic Variables

The samples are éout equaly balanced beteen males (47.7%
and emales (52.1%) and among tloaif shool dasses (29.4% ésh
men,23.7% sophomas,21.1% junios,and 25.5% senis). Samples
a the diferent unversities were geneally similar, except for ethnic
composition:The ley difference is thithe Midwvest samples ere
78% Caucasian and 8&sian American, and the Calidria samples
were 25% Caucasian and 448ian American. The analses ve
report therefore contol for demaraphic diferences beteen egions.

Impor tance Rdings

We bajin with a discussion of theespondentstheor of the ¢
tors tha affect life sdisfaction,as eflected in the atings of impor
tance thaithey assigned to diérent aspects of & The daa for the
two conditions gelf and other) were anayzed s@arately, but thee
were few differences beteen these conditionsi¢f 1).

There was @nernl agreement on elaive impotance: Job
prospects,academic oppdunities, financial situéion, sakty, and
social life were considezd most impdant to averall life sdisfaction;
variables associ®d with dimate and cultual oppotunities were less
important, on average. A multivariate anaysis of cwariance (MAN
COVA) was conducted on imptance atings for the 11 aspectssing
region, priming, and item oder as &ctois, and with gnder ethnicity,
and other dengraphic variables as cearates. There was no signif
cant efect of egion. The piming manipuléion also had no &fct.

These nll results vere not the esult of insuficient paver, as sg-
eral systemtic differences were found betveen the impdance atings
reported ly varous demgraphic goups. Br example females
attached signiicantly more impotance to pesonal sadty, to academ
ic oppotunities,and to cultual oppotunities than did malesyhereas
males assigned higher impamnce atings to dimate variables,outdoor
actiities, and social lié than did émalesThere were also some sub
stantial ethnic dferences:African Americans andAsian Americans
rated academic opptmities as mar impotant than did Caucasian
AfricanAmericans eted cultual oppotunities as mar impotant than
the other goups.
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Table 1. Sdisfaction ratings in theself and otherconditions
Self Other
Midwesten Californian
subjects subjects
Aspect of
life rated M(SD) CA-MWa M(SD) CA-MW° CA-MWP
Life overall 2.79 0.01 1.99 0.57** 0.64**
(1.78) (2.02)
Job piospects 1.00 -0.13 1.50 0.41 0.98***
(2.60) (2.23)
Academic oppdunities  2.86 0.06 2.19 0.39 0.52**
(2.79) (2.03)
Financial situéion 0.48 0.08 0.81 -0.32 0.26
(2.86) (2.42)
Personal sadty 2.47 0.55** 1.54 —0.93*** —0.69%**
(2.10) (2.28)
Social life 2.71 0.23 2.35 0.51* 0.74%**
(2.07) (2.18)
Outdoor actiities 2.32 0.46** 2.35 2.06*** 0.80***
(2.05) (2.19)
Natural beauty 2.55 0.88*** 2.39 1.87** —0.48*
(2.03) (2.30)
Overall climate 2.01 2.35%** 1.87 3.12%** 2.45%*
(2.27) (2.55)
Cultural oppotunities 2.12 0.10 1.35 1.27%* 2.12%*=
(2.07) (2.57)
Summer veaher 3.04 0.41** 2.33 0.67*** 1.72%*
(1.99) (2.47)
Winter weaher 0.42 4.03*** 0.80 4427 3.07*%**
(3.14) (3.22)
Note Raings ae on a scale m -5 éxtremey dissdisfied) to +5 extremey saisfied).
aDifference betwen least squas meansadjusted ér demaraphic efects,for Californian and
Midwesten respondents.
bDifference betwen least squas meansadjusted ér demaraphic efects,for similar othes
living in California and similar otherliving in the Midvest.
*p < .05. **p < .01. **p < .001.

Saisfaction Ratings

Self condition
The frst column ofTable 1 pesents mearatings of séisfaction

with life overall, and with the 11 aspects ofdjffor respondents in the

self condition. On werage, subjects in theself condition eported
themseles as dirly saisfied with their lves werall, a common ihd-
ing in studies of lié saisfaction (Diener & Dienerl996).The respon
dents vere also quite gesfied with mary specifc aspects of thei
lives, but some rceptions stand outThey were least sisfied with
their financial stée and the winter eeher, and vere less stsfied
with their job pospects than with the 8 other aspects.

A MANCOVA model identical to thedescibed for the impotance
ratings was conducted on ssfaction with the 11 aspecfBhere were
several significant diferences beteen demgraphic goups. Br
example AsianAmericans eported themseles as less safied than
other goups with most aspects ofdjfincluding life overall (p < .001).
Also, women vere much less stsfied than men with their setfy,
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F(1,1071) = 97.20,p < .001, and with their ihancial situéon,
F(1,1071)= 23.41,p < .001.

The second column dfable 1 pesents the diérence betwen
the least squas adjusted MANC®@A means of selfaported sais-
faction in the tw regions (Calibrnia and the Midiest). These esti
maes ae corected br demaraphic differences beteen the tw
regions. The most impaant inding, as epected was neative:
There was no diference in selfeported overall life sdisfaction
between the tw regions. This result was conirmed in a sparte
anaysis of the atings of Caucasians (the gnéthnic goup with
enough espondents in bothegions for meaningful angkis). The
rav means ér Caucasians @re virtually identical in the Mievest
(2.95) and in Calidrnia (2.98).

The similaity of overall life sdisfaction in the tw regions is
remakable because safaction with seeral aspects of I&# shavs sig
nificant diferencesall favoring California. In paticular, students in
the Midwest were less sasfied with every aspect of theirlgnate, with
the naural beauty of theiregion, and with their oppdunities or
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Fig. 1. Raed impotance of aspects of &fto well-being for respondents in theelfandotherconditions. Higher sces indicée geaer

importance

outdoor ecredion. Although the infuential typothesis of théedonic
treadmill (Brickman & Campbell1971) is sometimes tak to impy
that people will @entually adat to ary sustained sta of afairs,ad®-
tation gopeas to hae its limits:It is not nice to be cold andet; even
if one is surounded ly othes who ae also cold and &t.

Why do the diferences in d#sfaction with dimate not tenslae
into coresponding dferences in werall sdisfaction with life? We
propose thapeople do not spontaneoysbcus their ttention on the
pleasues and pains oflimate when d@empting to verk out hav
hagppy they are. Indeed the filure of the piming manipuldion in the
present gpeiiment sugests tha people do not think oflicnate in
evaluaing their life saisfaction &en when thg are mildly prompted
to do so.

Othercondition

The thid column ofTable 1 pesents the meamtings gven ly
subjects wWo responded as thethought a student ko shaed their
values and intessts loit lived & another locéon would. The most
stiking difference betwen columns 1 and 3 is treelf-reported over-
all life saisfaction is substantigllhigher than \Wa is predicted ér a
similar indvidual in another lod&on, F(1, 1977) = 88.8p < .001.
This difference could be an instance of thellvestdlished optimistic
bias (Bylor & Brown, 1988;Weinstein,1982): Respondentsenerl-
ly expect their avn fate to be better than thedifof similar othes.
However, this bias does notpaear consistentlin specifc aspects off
lif e, for which the esults a& mixed

The main gal of the stug was to @amine whether the décts of

region on rtings difered betveen theself and other conditions.To
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this endtwo sets of diferences were computed in thethercondition:
the diference betwen etings made $ Midwesten respondentsofr
someone taanother Miavest unversity and br someonetaa Calibr-
nia university (column 4) and the same fdilences ér California
respondents (column 5Yable enties ae aain corected br the
demaraphic composition of the tavregions.

Although self-eported life saisfaction did not difer for respon
dents in the tw regions, respondents in botlegions pedicted higher|
overall saisfaction br a Calibrmian than ér a Midvestener. This pa-
tem of results corifms our main ypothesistha the pediction task
would reveal an incarect belief tha overall sdisfaction with life is
higher in Calibrnia than in the Midiest. Respondentshe imagined
life in anotheragion corectly anticipded many of the diferences in
sdisfaction with indvidual aspects of l&—especiajl climate. Wha
they failed to g@precide is thathese stsfactions do not loom Ige in
peoples overall evaluaions of their lves. Easif obsevable aspects of
life tha distinguish the tw regions ae theefore assigned too uth
weight when people imgine life in a diferent place This discepan
cy is a special case of the meogenenrl bias thawe have lebeled the
focusing illusion.

It is gppaent inTable 1 tha the two regions difer most in sts-
faction with aspects of Bfrated as eldively unimpotant,in both the
selfand theother conditions. Futhemore, it appeas tha the adan
tages of Calibria ae often @erestimaded, and tha some adantayes
are peceived e&en wher none rist. Some of theseesults mg be
influenced g a halo effect in the judgments made in tbeéher condk
tion. Alternaively, they may reflect geruine beliefs bBout the inérior-
ity of life in the Midvest.
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Although the diferences shen in Table 1 for the diferent goups
of respondentsollow the same eneal trends,some disapancies &
also @ident. Midvesteners rated naural beauty as better in Cadihia,
whereas Calibrmians ated naural beauty as better in the Mvest. It
appeas likely tha Midwesteners were thinking of the glaes of the
beates and the Sieas,and Souther Californians vere thinking of the
green hills and drests tha are laking in their avn suroundings.
Another discepany is in pesonal safty: Respondents in thether
condition eted the Midvest as safr, but those in theself condition
rated Calibmia as sar. Finally, respondents in thether condition
expected a lage difference in stisfaction with cultual oppotunities,
favoring California, but no sub difference vas bund in theselfcondk
tion. We tale this to be another instance obausing efect. There ae
indeed moe cultual oppotunities in LosAngeles than iAinn Arbor or
Columtus, but their ole in studentdives is pobaly much smaller in
reality than in an>ercise of imaination. Often the oyl thing tha
prompts local esidents to xpelience outstanding locakteactions is
the occasional visitybfriends or eldives.

Tests of cusing

Importance

We hae hypothesied tha when subjectsate a similar other in g
different dimate, they focus on salient diérences beteen egions
(especialy climate-related fedures), which in tum leads to an eo-
neous pediction tha life would be better in Caliiria than in the
Midwest.This focus should be mami$t in etings of impotance:The
aspects of | tha distinguish the te regions should beated moe
important in the otheragion than in ones owvn. To test this fipothe

sis, we averaged the impadiance atings for the fve dimate-relaed

aspects todrm a measw of overall climate impotance and angted
it using an angkis of cowariance with one tw-level factor (same of
different egion), and demgraphic variables as ceariates. Results
confrmed our lgpothesisRespondents in the #frent-region condi

tion (mean = 3.28)ated dimate as moe impotant than those in th
same-egion condition (mean = 3.06f(1,870) = 16.2p < .001. Eah

of the fve constituentlomate aspects sheed a signitant diference
in the expected diection p < .01) (Kg. 2).A similar efect was bund
for cultuml oppotunities, which is gpaently another wariable on
which respondents peeved a tear diference betwen Eegions.
Thinking of the lie saisfaction of someone in a &#rent egion

appaently increased the peewved impotance of these distingg
aspectswithout deceasing the peeived impotance of other aspect
of life.

Sdisfaction

If rating someone in anotheggion induces adcus on salient dif
ferenceswe should rpect these diérences to accounof the dispar
ity between similar othex in Calibrnia and the Midrest in pedicted
overall sdisfaction (TBble 1 summakres the obse&ed diferences)To
test this lypothesis,we used the median anaysis desdbed ly
Baron and kenry (1986),in which a poposed medtar is adled to a
regression thaalread/ includes the d&ct to be mediad (in this case
the egion of the peson eted). Medidion is estalished if the efflect of
region disgpeas when a candida medi#or variable is adled to the
equdion. Taken alonethe pedicted diference in werall sdisfaction
between a similar other\ing in Califoria versus the Migdvest is
highly significant, F(1, 890) = 26.6p < .001 (Bble 2). When adled
to the model oneta time four of the fve dimate-relaed aspects o
life were successful as methas (ndural beauty vas the rception),
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Fig. 2. Raed impotance of aspects of éifto well-being for respondents o rated someonewing in their avn region and wo
rated someoneving in a diferent egion. Higher scoes indicée geaer impotance
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Table 2. Mediaion analsis of the ééct of the ggion of the
person rated on eerall life sdisfaction
F staistic for
region when

Candidae medigor medidor addled  p(F)
Effect of kegion with no meditor 26.6 .00
Non-dimate-related aspects of kf

Job piospects 9.9 .00

Academic oppdunities 154 .00

Financial situéion 31.1 .00

Personal sadty 40.8 .00

Social life 5.9 .01

Cultural oppotunities* 0.1 .94
Climate-relaed aspects of &

Outdoor actiities* 0.5 46

Natural beauty 13.1 .00

Overall climate* 2.1 15

Summer veaher* 2.1 .15

Winter weaher* 0.2 .63
All climate-relaed aspects* 2.5 A1
All nonclimate aspects

(including cultual oppotunities)* 1.7 19
All nonclimate aspects

(excluding cultual oppotunities) 7.1 .01
*Successful medtar.

eat searaely rendeing the egion efect nonsignitant ¢ > .10).
Sdisfaction with cultual oppotunity was also an ééctve medi#or.

The emaining ive sdisfaction \ariables failed to medite the efect,
despite the dct tha respondents peeived signifcant diferences
between egions on some of thenThis anaysis confrms the ole of
easily obseved diferences beteen egions,sut as dmate and cH

tural oppotunities,as ley deteminants of the geaer saisfaction pe-

dicted in Calibrnia.

DISCUSSION

There gpeas to be a steotyped pareption thd people a& hap-
pier in Calibria. This peception is antiored in the pereived supe
riority of the Calibrnia dimate, and is justifed to some xent by the
fact tha Californians ae indeed mar sdisfied with their imate than
are Midwesteners. Nevertheless,contrary to the intuitions of ou
respondentghe adantayes of life in Caliibrnia were not eflected in
differences in the selfeported overall life saisfaction of those Wwo
live thee.

We hare agued tha& our respondents ere afected ly a focus
ing illusion. Our esults sugest tha the objectie &tributes of the
two regions ae indeed assodied with eal diferences in hedonig
expelience These elaive ad/antayes of Calibrnia (or disagtan
tages of the Midvest) loom lage when a esident of oneagion con
sides the possibility of lié in the otherWhen people anger a
question aout their ovn life saisfaction,however, their dtention is
focused on mar cental aspects of Id. An obsever’s failure to

anticipde this shift of &ention in the peson expeliencing the gent
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is a focusing illusionWe predict similar effects br ary deteminant
of life saisfaction,which degpends on so marfactoss thd focusing
attention on ag one of them will ingitably cause anxaggeration
of its impactt

The focusing illusion is notesticted to the contd of life sais-
faction.The psybological explandion of the illusion is thait is diffi-
cult or impossilte to sinultaneousl allocae gpropriate weights to
consideations tha are & the focus of #tention and to considations
tha are curently in the bakground The fault-tree efect (Fschhoff,
Slovic, & Lic htenstein1978) is an instancén allocaing probabilities
to events (eg., various situéions tha might cause a car not to gtar
the moning), respondents tend to assign mewight to possibilities
that are eplicitly mentioned than to those impligittumped tgether
in the“other causestaegory. A similar process mg be irvolved in
theunpading efect(Tversky & Koehler 1994),in which an eplicit
listing of the membexr of a céegory of events inceases the peeived
aggregate piobability of that category. The focusing illusion mg also
entail an gaggeration of the impotance of ideas thare curently on
the genda.A politician may take ad/antage of the bcusing illusion
by announcing small inittaves with gea fanfare, encoueging the
eroneous belief thathese initiives will male a substantial dir-
ence in the | of citizens.

A related obseration from reseath in decision making is thaec
ple nomally evaluge outcomes ashangs,not as stees (Kahnemari
& Tversky, 1984). Common sense gasts tharecent lottey winners
or the navly pamplegic will spend moe of their time esponding to
their special ctumstances in thér§t few weeks than thewill later.
Thus,if people judg wha it is like tobe a pasplegic by imagining
wha it is like tobecomea pasplegic, they will exaggerate the long-
term impact of this tgic event on lie sdisfaction.A similar inter
pretaion ma apply to findings ecenty reported by Gilbert and
Wilson (Gilbet, Pinel, Wilson, Blumbeg, & Whedley, in press;
Gilbert & Wilson, in press),who obseved tha people gedly over-
estimded the duation of their emotionalesponse to sticevents as
the denial of teare and the akup of aomantic elaionship.

In the contet of life saisfaction,the pesent discussion sggsts
that people mg not be @od judges of the dect of hvandng circum:
stances on theivm life sdisfaction,or on tha of othes. Conceming
the poblem tha motivated this stug, we suspect thiapeople will
exaggerate the hedonic impact of ecgiocal changes sub as those tha
may result fiom global varming. At the indiidual level, the focusing
illusion may lead to unnecessaiinitiatives. for example it is not
unlikely that some people might actualmove to Calibmia in the
mistalen belief thathis would male them hppier People ae exposed
to mary messges tha encouege them to beliee tha a dhang of
weight, scent,hair color (or ceerage), car, clothes,or mary other
aspects will ppduce maked impovements in their hgpiness. Some
of these banges mg work for some people (theris eidence thathe
beneits of some types of cosmetic gary are long lasting)but thee
are pobably mary more cases in hich the messges meely induce
and eploit a focusing illusion. Oureseach sugests a mal, and a
waming: Nothing tha you focus on will mak as nuch difference as
you think.

1. Of couse focusing on things thactualy are impotant males the pob-
lem less seere.
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