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ABSTRACT 

We study how people’s own evaluation of choice options influences their estimates of 
other people’s evaluations when their choices are known. People draw a parallel between 
themselves and others based on the known choice, and conditionally project their own 
evaluations of the corresponding option. Thus, how a person rates the option she chose affects 
her estimates of how other’s rated the option they chose, regardless of whether it was the same 
option or the opposite option. Likewise, her rating of her rejected option affects her estimate of 
how others rated their own rejected option. Across five studies, we provide evidence of 
conditional projection in political and consumer decisions, using across-people differences in 
ratings of choice options, within-person changes in ratings, as well as manipulated differences in 
participants’ ratings. We show that conditional projection is facilitated by recognizing a 
similarity to others in how choices are made, demonstrate that existing accounts of projection 
would not directly predict our findings, and rule out alternative explanations based on reverse 
causation or a belief in negative correlations among evaluations.  
                                                        
1 The authors are grateful for helpful comments and suggestions received from Anocha Aribarg, Daniel Bartels, 
Katherine Burson, Nick Epley, Reid Hastie, Aradhna Krishna, Aparna Labroo, James Mourey, Scott Rick, Lucy 
Shen and participants in seminars at the Association for Consumer Research, Marketing Science and the University 
of Chicago, Booth School of Business.  
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Our beliefs about others’ preferences, attitudes, and values are an important element in 
decision-making. We rely on these beliefs for making the right decisions in a variety of 
situations, from gift giving to pricing, from product adoption to market entry, from bidding to 
bargaining. Since choices are often visible while the underlying evaluations are not, others’ 
evaluations are often the “missing piece” that people try to fill in when trying to make sense of 
others and to predict their future decisions under different conditions. How do we think others 
evaluated their options when we only observe their final choice? What is the role of our own 
evaluations, if any, in how these beliefs are formed?  

While inferences about the evaluations underlying another person’s choice are frequently 
necessary, we do not know how people form them. When deciding whether to adopt an 
alternative technology that requires a critical mass to become the new market standard, a 
consumer needs to predict if and when others who recently chose the prevailing technology will 
switch to the alternative technology. How does she form beliefs about the evaluations of others 
who have chosen differently in the first place? Similarly, when an Obama supporter interacts 
with her colleague who she knows is a McCain supporter, what does she think about his views 
about Obama? Clearly she knows that her colleague’s evaluation of McCain is higher than of 
Obama, but she could still conclude that her colleague’s evaluation of Obama is quite negative, 
neutral or even somewhat positive. How do her evaluations influence these beliefs, if at all?  

In this paper, we explore the role of one’s self in how a person infers others’ evaluations 
(i.e., the subjective liking or utility) of each choice option, conditional on others’ choices. Previous 
work on projection of factors such as choices, endorsements, traits and attitudes (i.e., false 
consensus, see Marks and Miller 1987, and Clement and Krueger 2002, for reviews) demonstrates 
that estimates for an aspect of others (such as their choice) relate to that same aspect in one’s own 
self. However, our context produces an interesting and novel ambiguity in the expected form of 
projection, because the same observed choice can be multiply determined by many combinations of 
evaluations and one’s own evaluations can be related to others’ in several different ways. Our paper 
describes and resolves this ambiguity.  

Observing another person’s choice gives us limited information about the underlying 
evaluations leading to that choice. However, an observer is privy to her own evaluations and 
thought process in addition to her resulting choice, a rich set of aspects she can rely on to form 
her mental model of the other person. The extent to and the specific way the observer projects 
her evaluations onto others is expected to depend on two factors: the choice made by the other 
person and what aspect of her own decision making process she may find relevant for inferring 
the other person’s evaluations. For example, when an observer knows that the other person chose 
the option she rejected, which evaluation, if any, might she find more relevant to estimate his 
evaluations: her evaluation of the option he rejected or her evaluation of the option she rejected?  

Assessing what is relevant about the self for making sense of others has been shown to 
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depend on perceived similarity to others (Ames 2004a). Previous research about the nature of 
similarity judgments distinguishes between two types of similarity assessments: one that is based 
on matches in specific units of information (surface similarity), and another that is based on the 
parallels in the relations that are present in the two things being compared (analogical similarity, 
see Gentner and Markman 1997, for review). While this distinction in how self and others could 
be compared has not been incorporated in previous research in social projection and does not 
yield differing predictions for projection to “same-choosers” (others who have chosen the same 
option as the observer), it motivates our predictions of what aspect of their own decision process 
people find relevant when making sense of “opposite-choosers” (others who have chosen the 
option that the observer rejected).  

We argue that when estimating others’ evaluations conditional on others’ choices, people 
project their own evaluations of the corresponding option2 rather than their own evaluations for 
the same option. This “conditional projection” account yields two specific predictions of beliefs 
about opposite-choosers’ evaluations. First, we predict that the observer’s belief about an 
opposite-chooser’s evaluation for the opposite-chooser’s rejected option is influenced by her 
own evaluation for her rejected option, rather than her own evaluation for the option being 
estimated (her chosen option). For example, Obama voters with more positive evaluations of 
McCain will believe that McCain voters correspondingly have more positive evaluations of 
Obama. Second, we predict that an observer’s belief about an opposite-chooser’s evaluation for 
his chosen option is influenced by her own evaluation for her chosen option, rather than her own 
evaluation for the option being estimated. Thus, in our example, Obama voters with more 
positive evaluations of Obama will believe that McCain voters correspondingly have more 
positive evaluations of McCain.  

Our predictions are congruent with people perceiving opposite-choosers as analogically 
similar due to a structural alignment (Gentner and Markman 1997) they construct between own 
and others’ evaluations for the chosen and rejected alternatives, respectively. They are distinct 
from alternative predictions that stem from the assumption that the observer constructs a mental 
model of the opposite-chooser based on a presumed relation between her own evaluation of an 
option and the other person’s evaluation of that same option. There are three such alternatives for 
direct projection of evaluations: 

I. People may directly and negatively project their own evaluations of an option. In this case, a 
person with high evaluations of her chosen option is expected to believe opposite-choosers to 
have lower evaluations of that same option (compared to another person with lukewarm 
evaluations). For example, the estimates regarding evaluations of Obama among McCain 

                                                        
2 The corresponding option for another person’s chosen option is one’s own chosen option and the corresponding 
option for another person’s rejected option is one’s own rejected option, regardless of whether own choice matches 
the other person’s choice or not. 
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voters would on average be lower for Obama voters with higher evaluations of Obama.  
II. People may directly and positively project their own evaluation of an option. In this case, a 

person with higher evaluations of her chosen option would be more likely to believe that 
opposite-choosers have more positive evaluations of this option (albeit lower than their 
evaluations of the other option, which they chose). For example, the estimates regarding 
evaluations of Obama among McCain voters would on average be higher for Obama voters 
with higher evaluations of Obama.  

III. People may not project if they find opposite-choosers too different to rely on any aspect of 
themselves in making sense of them. In this case, everyone would on average have the same 
beliefs about opposite-choosers’ evaluations.  

These predictions are each visually summarized in Figure 1 as (I) – (III), along with the 
prediction of our account in the fourth panel (IV). Our conditional projection account anticipates 
a broader inferential process than had been previously proposed in the literature, in which people 
recognize the similarities between themselves and others in how decisions are reached, rather 
than in evaluations of options alone. Our paper addresses a novel research question and proposes 
an account with distinct predictions. It highlights the existence of multiple ways in which 
projection could occur, based on what people may find relevant when predicting evaluations of 
others whose choices are known. Therefore, this paper also draws attention to the necessity of 
considering what aspects of the self may be seen as relevant in belief formation more generally, 
in order to understand projection in contexts where multiple judgments shape decisions.  

In the next section, we review the existing literature and develop our account in more 
detail. Then, across five studies, we examine people’s beliefs about the evaluations of same-
choosers and opposite-choosers. The proposed pattern of projection to opposite-choosers 
distinguishes our account of conditional projection from direct extensions of the existing choice-
projection theories to evaluations. We provide evidence for our predictions using across-people 
differences in ratings of choice options, within-person changes in ratings, as well as manipulated 
differences in participants’ ratings. In Study 1, we focus on political decision making as a 
particularly appropriate context to study the formation and implications of one’s beliefs about 
others. Right before the 2008 Presidential election, we explored if and how a person’s own 
evaluations about Obama and McCain shaped her beliefs about others’ evaluations, conditional 
on knowing which candidate they support. We provide evidence of conditional projection based 
on differences in evaluations and beliefs both across people as well as within a person over time.  

In Study 2, we generalize our findings to technology adoption, another context in which 
people’s beliefs can be important for understanding their choices, to investigate the effect of own 
evaluations of video game consoles on beliefs about others. In Study 3, we rule out the 
possibility of reverse causation as an explanation of our results, employing the context of art 
posters. In Study 4, we further address causality concerns by experimentally manipulating 
evaluations of digital cameras and showing that the resulting differences in one’s own 
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evaluations are conditionally projected to both same- and opposite-choosers. In Study 5, we 
investigate the effect of spontaneous changes in post-choice evaluations of digital cameras over 
time (absent new information) on beliefs about others. In these studies, we also investigate 
whether our findings are affected by beliefs about correlations in others’ evaluations, perceived 
similarity to others, or order of elicitation. We conclude with a discussion of alternative accounts 
and the broader implications of our framework for inference and for models of decision-making. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
A great deal of research in social psychology has shown that aspects of a person’s own 

self is related to the person’s beliefs about the same aspects in others. Research on egocentrism 
in many different domains argues that the self is often used as at least a starting point for making 
inferences about others (Epley et al. 2004). The notion of social projection, first described by 
Allport (1924), conveys the general idea that estimates of others are systematically affected by 
aspects of one’s own self. Although we explore a novel domain, i.e., projection of evaluations to 
others whose choices are known, the literature on social projection (or “false consensus”) is the 
most directly relevant for our question.  

The voluminous literature on the false consensus effect (Ross, Greene and House 1977; 
see Marks and Miller 1987, and Clement and Krueger 2002 for comprehensive reviews) 
investigated the impact of participants’ own binary decisions (e.g., actions, choices, and 
endorsements) on their estimates of the prevalence of the same decisions among others. Mullen 
et al. (1985) define false consensus as the phenomenon that “people who engage in a given 
behavior will estimate that behavior to be more common than it is estimated to be by people who 
engage in the alternative behavior,” a definition adopted broadly throughout the literature. 
Consistent with this definition, false consensus is generally demonstrated as a positive 
correlation between one's own choice (i.e., choosing option A over option B) and the predicted 
likelihood of that choice among others (see Figure 2). We find it useful to refer to this robust and 
large body of evidence as evidence of projection of choices. We do so to distinguish between the 
extant evidence and generalizations to other domains3, such as evaluations, and to avoid taking a 
position on the claim of non-normativity implied by the term false consensus.  

Projection of Choices to Different groups: Moderation of “False Consensus.”  

The three primary competing theories about the process of projection have been based on 
the evidence of choice projection. These theories are identified in the literature as anchoring 
(Clement and Krueger., 2002), differentiation (Mullen et al. 1992; Cadinu and Rothbart 1996) 
and induction (Dawes 1989; Hoch 1987). Clement and Krueger (2002, p. 220) differentiate these 
                                                        
3 Few exceptions to the binary-decisions context exist. Nisbett and Kunda (1985) provide evidence that those people 
who strongly support an attitude are more likely to think that general others also strongly support it (e.g. influence of 
own evaluations on estimates of others’ evaluations when others’ choices are not known; see also Ames 2004a).  
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theories by noting "all three theories predict projection to the in-group, [but] one theory 
(differentiation) predicts reverse (i.e., negative) projection to the out-group, another theory 
(induction) predicts reduced projection to the out-group and a third theory (anchoring) predicts 
no projection to the out-group." In our investigation of conditional projection, we will study 
people’s beliefs about others whose choices are known to either match one’s own or not.  

Therefore, the existing predictions of these theories for beliefs about similar and 
dissimilar others (or for groups which do or do not include one’s self) are highly relevant to our 
context, even though these theories study projection in the simpler context of choice, in which 
there is no ambiguity about what aspect of the self will be seen as relevant for making sense of 
others. We will further return to the distinctions that arise when others’ choices are known after 
we describe the theories in the original context they were developed in.  

Figure 3 visually summarizes the differing expected relationships between one’s own 
choice and one’s expectations about out-group’s choices under the theories. The differentiation 
theory assumes that people are motivated to seek distinctions between themselves and members 
of the out-group. Mullen et al. (1992) and Cadinu and Rothbart (1996) propose that people may 
contrast out-groups away from the self, inferring traits or choices of out-group members to be the 
opposite of one’s own. This prediction is represented as an inverse relationship between own 
choice and beliefs about the out-group’s choices, compared to beliefs about the in-group’s 
choices. The induction theory argues that people rely on the self as a valid source of information, 
allowing for better predictions than by guessing randomly. Since the out-group is dissimilar, but 
still from the same general population, people are expected to project their choices to out-groups, 
although the magnitude of this effect might be smaller than projection to in-groups.  

Finally, the anchoring theory argues that the self serves as an anchor in making 
judgments, but only if the person making the estimate considers it relevant for the target group. 
Clement and Krueger (2002, p. 221) propose, "if social projection results from selective 
anchoring, then predictions of out-group attributes will not be inductively assimilated to the self, 
nor will they be contrasted away from the self," and provide evidence for this lack of difference. 
The prediction of an insignificant difference between predictions of endorsers and non-endorsers 
is represented by the dotted line in Figure 3. Based on the review and meta-analysis by Robbins 
and Krueger (2005), the prevailing theory of choice projection is that people anchor on self when 
it is relevant and that there will be no projection of choices to out-groups, or more broadly to 
others who are seen as dissimilar (Ames 2004b).  

Projection of Evaluations Beyond Choice Projection. 

The existing theories do not make specific predictions in the domain we study because the 
same observed choice can be determined by many different combinations of option evaluations and 
one’s own evaluations can be related to others’ in different ways. On the other hand, we recognize 
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that these theories have been described as extending to reasoning about social projection more 
generally. For example, Clement and Krueger (2002, p. 219) generalize that "when people 
predict the thoughts, feelings, or behaviors of others, they tend to assume that these others think, 
feel, and behave as they themselves do.” However, we claim that that the current theories do not 
anticipate our findings. In order to clarify, we first discuss how the current theories could 
naturally be extended to predict the three alternative patterns of projection to opposite-choosers 
we discussed in the introduction. We then discuss projection of evaluations to same-choosers. 

Projection of evaluations to opposite-choosers. Attempting to apply the three competing 
theories of projection to estimation of opposite-choosers’ evaluations highlights the ambiguity in 
directly extending theories that are based on choice projection. While these theories make clear 
and diverging predictions about dissimilar others in the context of choice projection, they do not 
speak to what people find relevant for making sense of others with different choices.  

Particularly relevant for the present research, we note that very different projection 
patterns can be predicted depending on how people assess their similarity to different others. We 
highlight a critical distinction between surface similarity in evaluations and a more general 
analogical similarity in the way evaluations relate to choice. This distinction originates in the 
debate in cognitive psychology about the nature of similarity judgments. Gentner and Markman 
(1997) provide a review of evidence that assessments of similarity and dissimilarity rely less on 
matches in specific units of information (i.e. features) and more on the parallels in the relations 
that are present in the two things being compared. In this view, the process of making a 
comparison (e.g., between self and others) often prompts people to structurally align the 
corresponding aspects of what is being compared, which then facilitates an analogical approach 
to similarity and inference. This distinction has been important in understanding how people 
solve problems and make inferences, such as knowledge transfer in consumer learning about new 
products (Gregan-Paxton and John 1997). In our context, we expect the process of making a 
comparison between the self and others to prompt people to align corresponding aspects of their 
decision making process, and to not base their comparisons on specific evaluations alone. 

To illustrate the impact of people’s presumed similarity perceptions on predictions of 
how projection occurs for opposite-choosers, we described the alternative predictions provided 
by extensions of the current theories into this previously un-explored context under the 
assumption that people employ surface similarity assessments. In particular, we assume that 
opposite-choosers are viewed as out-group members whose differing choices are cues of 
dissimilarity, as assumed previously in the social projection literature (Ames 2004a).  

In such an extension, the differentiation theory would predict a negative relationship 
between one's own evaluation and the evaluations among others for a given option, because 
people contrast their evaluation of a given option to that of the opposite-choosers. The induction 
theory would predict a positive relationship (given that one’s own evaluation is informative 
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about the evaluations of others). The anchoring theory would predict no relationship between 
own evaluation of a choice option and beliefs about the opposite-choosers evaluations of that 
option. Krueger (2000, p. 334) is particularly emphatic on this point, arguing, “the surest way to 
eliminate projection is to ask people to estimate social consensus for a group to which they do 
not belong. . . . It is as if people treat members of out-groups as members of different species.” 
These three predictions are depicted in Figure 44.  

 The main contribution of the conditional projection hypothesis we develop in this paper 
is to make the case that beliefs about opposite-choosers are not consistent with people assessing 
surface similarity in evaluations. We propose that when people form beliefs about opposite-
choosers, they perceive them as analogically similar due to a structural alignment (Gentner and 
Markman 1997) they construct between own and others’ evaluations for the chosen and rejected 
alternatives, respectively, facilitating conditional projection. For comparison, the predictions 
made by our account of conditional projection are shown in last column of Figure 4. When 
estimating the opposite-choosers’ ratings of one choice option, e.g., Option B, people will rely 
primarily on their own evaluation of the other choice option, Option A, which for them has a 
corresponding choice status to Option B for the opposite-choosers. Their own evaluations of the 
same option (Option B) will have less impact on their beliefs about how opposite-choosers 
evaluate it, precisely because they differ in the relation of the evaluation to the choice made (i.e., 
chosen by the self, but not by the opposite-choosers, or vice versa).  

Analogical inference is prompted directly by the goals and process of comparison, as 
opposed to “thinking styles” that vary across people.  Such inferences often occur spontaneously 
when the object of analogy (in this case, the self) for solving the problem (e.g., making estimates 
of others) is accessible in mind (Holyoak and Koh 1987; Gentner and Medina 1998). Research in 
egocentrism argues that aspects of the self are easily brought to mind and therefore likely to form 
the initial basis of judgments about others (Epley et al. 2004). Thus, we expect that people’s own 
decision process will generally be salient and the act of making estimates about others will 
prompt people to map their own decision process onto others, facilitating spontaneous analogical 
inferences. Accordingly, our primary approach in arguing for our account will be to provide 
outcome evidence for our account and rule out alternative explanations, although we will also 
provide some initial process evidence in Study 4.  

Projection of evaluations to same-choosers. All theories of false consensus make the 
same prediction of projection to the in-group (or, by extension, to other people perceived as 
similar as they do for the general others. Any extension of these theories based on surface 
similarity would suggest that we should expect a positive relation between the evaluation of an 

                                                        
4 Figure 4 reflects several expected null-relations due to an assumption that evaluations of the two options are 
orthogonal to each other. If people think that others’ evaluations of the two options are correlated, the projection of 
own estimates for one option might also influence estimates of the other option. For clarity of exposition, we focus 
on the case of uncorrelated evaluations in our discussion and show a lack of moderation in Studies 3, 4 and 5.  
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option and the expectations of others’ evaluations of the same option. Our conditional projection 
account we propose makes the same prediction, because the one’s own chosen option is the same 
as the chosen option of the target group.  

In five studies, we examine people’s beliefs about the evaluations of same-choosers and 
opposite-choosers. The pattern of projection to opposite-choosers forms the key test for our 
account of conditional projection as distinct from direct extensions of the existing choice-
projection theories to evaluations. 

 
STUDY 1: VOTERS’ PROJECTIONS OF CANDIDATE EVALUATIONS 

 
In Study 1, we investigate the relation between a person’s evaluations of political 

candidates and beliefs about others’ evaluations of these candidates. We utilize political 
decision-making as a particularly appropriate and important context to study the formation of 
beliefs about others. In the political domain, beliefs about other voters are influential in deciding 
for whom to vote (Bartels 1988), whether to donate or volunteer for a political campaign (Fehr 
and Fischbacher 2003), and ostensibly non-political choices, such as where to live (Bishop and 
Cushing 2008). Beliefs about other voters differ considerably, although detailed factual 
information about others' views is widely available and consumed5. We use both cross-sectional 
and within-person differences in candidate evaluations to examine whether and how differences 
in one’s own evaluations relate to these differences in beliefs. 

Before the 2008 U.S. presidential election, we conducted three studies (Studies 1a, 1b, 
and 1c). Study 1a was conducted one week before the election among Obama supporter 
undergraduates at a major Midwestern university to enable incentive-compatible belief elicitation 
(as described below. Participants rated both of the candidates on Likert scales of favorability, 
ranging from very unfavorable (1) to very favorable (9), chose which candidate they would vote 
for, and predicted the choices of all other participants. Next, they estimated the distribution of 
ratings of each candidate on the same Likert scales first among McCain voters, then among 
Obama voters, and finally among all voters by adjusting a bar chart, shown in Figure A1 in the 
Web Appendix. The bar chart tool was custom programmed, to automatically adjust the other 
bars in tandem, to ensure that the total added to 100%. Participants could also “lock” bars if they 
wanted to give a fixed value to a specific bar and freeze it from further adjustments when they 
changed the value of other bars. In order to ensure participants were comfortable using the bar 
chart tool, they were given a practice task in which they were told the relative popularity of ice 
cream flavors and asked to adjust the bar chart accordingly.  

This study was run in the laboratory using MediaLab software to allow us to provide 

                                                        
5 In the 2008 election, over 500 polls encompassing over 800,000 voters were reported in the media (see 
http://www.pollster.com/polls/us/08-us-pres-ge-mvo.php).  
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additional payments for accuracy of estimated beliefs, in order to document that systematic 
differences in beliefs (i.e., due to projection) are robust to incentive-compatible elicitation 
methods. As the student population strongly favored one candidate (Obama), the differences in 
the beliefs of these voters were the focus of the study. The views of a small group of McCain 
supporters were also collected in order to implement the incentive compatible design. After 
participants rated the candidates and expressed their candidate choice, they were told that they 
would be making estimates of the responses of fellow participants in the study, and that one 
answer would be chosen at random for additional compensation based on their accuracy. They 
also were told that that they could earn up to an additional $8 above the $6 participation payment 
for accuracy, based on a proportional reduction in the $8 computed as the ratio of the sum of 
absolute errors in their estimation, relative to the maximum possible summed absolute error.  

Once all the participants’ data was collected, one question was selected at random, and 
participants were re-contacted to collect their additional incentive compensation based on the 
accuracy of their responses to that question. In all, 72 surveys among Obama supporters were 
collected, all of which were completed and internally consistent. Summary statistics about the 
participants are provided in Table A1 in the Web Appendix.  

To examine a more representative sample of voters, Study 1b and Study 1c used a single 
sample of registered voters drawn from a national consumer survey panel. These on-line surveys 
were conducted before and after the first presidential debate, respectively, to capitalize on any 
changes in evaluations that might occur due to the debate. Study 1b was conducted on September 
25th and 26th, 2008. The same respondents were then re-contacted with a follow-up online survey 
(Study 1c), and this data was collected on October 1st and 2nd.  

Study 1b (pre-debate survey) asked respondents which Presidential candidate they 
planned to vote for in the general election and to rate their favorability for both candidates on a 
scale from 0 (“very unfavorable”) to 10 (“very favorable”). Respondents then estimated the 
percentage of voters who would vote for each candidate. Then we elicited their beliefs about the 
average favorability rating of others; first among all other participants in the survey, then among 
only same-choosers (fellow supporters of their preferred candidate), and finally, among only 
opposite-choosers (supporters of the other candidate). Study 1c (post-debate study) repeated the 
Study 1b questions, counter-balancing the estimates of same-choosers and opposite-choosers. 

A total of 351 internally consistent6 and completed surveys were collected in the pre-
debate survey. Of these, 153 respondents participated in and completed the post-debate re-
contact survey. Respondents in the pre-debate survey did not know that they would be re-
                                                        
6 Of the 483 completed surveys, respondents whose ratings conflicted with their choices (1%), or who demonstrated 
a misunderstanding of instructions (estimating a lower rating for the chosen vs. rejected option in a subgroup, 15%; 
or providing candidate choice probabilities or chances of winning that summer to more than 100, 10%) were 
excluded. The survey software we used did not allow us to give feedback to respondents about these errors. 
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contacted after the debate. A comparison of the summary statistics (Table A1) shows that the 
respondents who completed the re-contact survey did not significantly differ in observable 
characteristics or political attitudes from those who did not. Next, we report separately the 
analyses conducted on each of these three datasets, followed by an analysis of the changes over 
time between Study 1b and 1c. 

Social Projection in Beliefs about Evaluations and Choices of Other Voters in General. 

Before we turn to beliefs about others whose choice are known, we briefly consider 
beliefs about choices themselves among voters in general. The tendency of the supporters of one 
candidate to predict a higher percentage of votes for that candidate among all voters compared to 
the supporters of the opposing candidate has been shown as far back as the 1932 Presidential 
election (Hayes 1936) and documented consistently in every presidential election from 1952 to 
1980 (Granberg and Brent 1983; Brown 1982). We replicated choice projection in our data as 
well. In Study 1b, supporters of McCain estimate a higher percentage of voters (β = 9.77, p < 
.01) choosing McCain over Obama in the general election than do the Obama supporters.7  

We also provide novel evidence for projection of candidate ratings over and above choice 
projection. Voters’ relative candidate ratings impact their beliefs about the election outcome (β = 
1.03, p < .01), controlling for the effect of their own choices (β = .42, p >.1).  

This finding implies that fully accounting for systematic variation in beliefs across people 
requires taking into account not just the effect of own evaluations (Nisbett and Kunda 1985), but 
the projection of evaluations to choice over and above their own choices 8. Specifically, two 
voters who make the same choice will, on average, differ in their predictions for the election 
outcome if they differ in their evaluations of the candidates. Moreover, this relationship provides 
a necessary condition for us to study how own evaluations shape beliefs about others’ 
evaluations, conditional on knowing others’ choices. If people do not project their evaluations, 
then how people form beliefs about others whose choices are known is moot. 

Social Projection in Estimates of Others Whose Choices Are Known. 

We have confirmed that differences in evaluations matter for differences in beliefs, 
holding choice constant. Next, we next examine projection of evaluations onto beliefs about 
                                                        
7 We do not report this analysis for Studies 1a and 1c, because Study 1a had only Obama-choosers (i.e., everyone 
made the same choice) and candidate choices in Study 1c were the same as in Study 1b. We replicate this analysis in 
Study 2. Results are reported in the Web Appendix (Tables A2 and A3). 
8 Controlling for choice projection is required to separately identify evaluation projection, since choice projection 
alone will produce a positive correlation between own evaluations and beliefs. It is conceivable that projection could 
be driven by choice projection alone, without any additional projection of evaluations. For example, self-perception 
theory (Bem 1972), argues that people infer their evaluations from observing their own choices. Accordingly, if 
people construct both their own evaluations and beliefs about others from their own choices, projection would occur 
only at the level of choice. As a result, differences in evaluations, controlling for differences in choice, would not 
have an impact on differences in beliefs.  
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others' evaluations when their choices are known. We briefly describe our findings for beliefs 
about same-choosers and then turn to beliefs about opposite-choosers, the group that provides the 
key test of our hypotheses.  

The two main independent variables in the following analyses are the participant’s rating 
of her chosen option and the participant’s rating of her rejected option. These variables are coded 
from each participant’s ratings of Obama and McCain, according to her choice. A total of four 
dependent variables are examined to study projection to same-choosers and opposite-choosers. 
The subjects estimated the distribution of ratings for each candidate among both Obama and 
McCain voters in Study 1a. We calculate the mean estimated rating of Obama and McCain for 
each subgroup from these distributions, for each subject. In Studies 1b and 1c, each participant 
provided a single numeric estimate of the average evaluation in each subgroup. From these 
means, based on each participant’s choice, we code the four dependent variables: mean estimated 
rating of same-choosers’ chosen option, same-choosers’ rejected option, opposite-chooser’s 
chosen option, and opposite-choosers’ rejected option. We conduct a multiple regression for each 
of the four dependent variables, using participants’ own ratings of both the chosen and rejected 
options as the predictors in each regression. 

Projection to same-choosers. In Studies 1a, 1b, and 1c, we find a positive relation 
between one’s own evaluations of each candidate and the estimated mean of fellow supporters' 
ratings for that candidate, controlling for the effect of the other candidate rating. This relation is 
predicted by both the extensions of the current false consensus theories, as well as by our 
account of projection of evaluations when choices are known. We present our regression results 
in Table 1. The top panel of Table 1 presents the coefficients from regressions that predict the 
mean estimates of same-choosers’ ratings of their chosen candidate. Beliefs about same-
choosers’ ratings of the chosen candidate are predicted by ratings of own chosen candidate 
(Study 1a: β = .17, p < .01, Study 1b: β = .50, p < .01; Study 1c: β = .54, p < .01), and not by 
ratings of own rejected candidate (Study 1a: β = -.02, p > .1; Study 1b: β = .05, p > .1; Study 1c: 
β = .05, p > .1). Beliefs about same-choosers’ ratings of their rejected candidate are predicted by 
ratings of own rejected candidate (Study 1a: β = .14, p < .01; Study 1b: β = .58, p < .01; Study 
1c: β = .68, p < .01) and not by ratings of own chosen candidate (Study 1a: β = -.02, p > .1; 
Study 1b: β = .07, p > .1; Study 1c: β = -.04, p > .1; see the bottom panel of Table 1).  

Projection to opposite-choosers. As predicted, we find a corresponding pattern of results 
for projection in estimates of others whose choices are known to be different from one’s own 
(Table 2). Specifically, we find that a person’s rating of her chosen candidate predicted her 
estimate of how the supporters of the opposing candidate would rate their chosen candidate. In 
studies 1a and 1c, estimates of opposite-choosers’ ratings of their chosen candidate are predicted 
by ratings of the participants’ own chosen candidate (Study 1a: β = .17, p < .01; Study 1c: β = 
.41, p < .01) and not by the ratings of the participants’ rejected candidate, which is the same as 
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the opposite-choosers’ chosen candidate (Study 1a: β = .08, p > .1; Study 1c: β= .07, p > .1). As 
in the other studies, in Study 1b, estimates of opposite-choosers’ ratings of their chosen 
candidate are predicted by ratings of the participants’ own chosen candidate (β = .16, p < .01), 
but in addition to our predicted effect, in this study there is an additional direct effect of the 
ratings of the participants’ rejected candidate (β = .18, p < .01).  

We likewise find that a person’s rating of her rejected candidate predicts her estimate of 
how the supporters of the opposing candidate would rate their rejected candidate. In the bottom 
panel of Table 2, we show that estimates of opposite-choosers’ ratings of their rejected candidate 
are predicted by ratings of participants’ own rejected candidate (Study 1a: β = .24, p > .01; Study 
1b: β = .39, p < .01; Study 1c: β = .40, p < .01) and not by ratings of the participants’ own 
chosen candidate (Study 1a: β = -.14, p > .1; Study 1b: β = -.06, p > .1; Study 1c: β = .08, p > .1). 

This pattern of projection of the corresponding evaluations to opposite-choosers supports 
the predictions of our account, as depicted in the far right of Figure 4. In contrast, these results 
are inconsistent with three other possible predictions also shown in Figure 4. Thus, these results 
support a novel process of projection that goes beyond thinking about others in terms of surface 
similarity. Even when forming beliefs about others whose choices are different, people employ a 
parallel between themselves and others, using their own evaluations to inform their estimates of 
the corresponding evaluations of others. 

 We briefly note that our findings are independent of the order of belief elicitation. In 
Study 1a opposite-choosers’ beliefs were elicited first, while in Study 1b same-choosers beliefs 
were elicited first. As we show, our results replicate in both elicitation orders. Furthermore, in 
Study 1c the order was counter-balanced. Thus, some voters estimated evaluations among same-
choosers first, while other voters estimated evaluations among opposite-choosers first. This 
variation allows us to test whether generating estimates for one group changes the projection 
patterns in the subsequent estimation for the other group. However, we find no evidence of order 
effects. In particular, our results for opposite-choosers are fully replicated and remain statistically 
significant when we restrict our analyses to only those who made these estimates first. We also 
re-ran the regressions reported above, adding the main effect of order and the interactions 
between order and own ratings, and find no significant moderation of projection for beliefs about 
either opposite-choosers or same-choosers.  
Changes in Beliefs About Others Whose Choices are Known, From Changes in Own Evaluations 

The results presented thus far relate static and across-people differences in evaluations to 
static, across-people differences in beliefs about others’ evaluations and resulting choices. We 
extend the analysis by investigating how changes in a given person's evaluations over time 
impact changes in that same person's beliefs. If, as we argue, people’s beliefs are shaped by their 
evaluations, as those evaluations change over time we should observe a corresponding change in 
their beliefs. Thus, we expect the relation between changes in evaluations and changes in beliefs 
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to mirror the findings in the static cross-sectional analyses.  

The timing of Study 1b and 1c around the first Presidential debate overlaps with a 
substantial external shock to voters’ evaluations. This brief time period includes not only the 
debate itself, but the public’s reaction to McCain’s campaign suspension and proposed 
postponement of the debate, as well as both candidates’ involvement in Senate deliberations on a 
federal bailout package in response to the rapidly deepening financial crisis. We observe 
substantial changes in the evaluations of candidates in our data, although these changes are not 
extreme enough to produce reversals of candidate choice among our participants, who had 
committed to a choice several days earlier, in the first survey. While the average change in 
evaluations for either chosen or rejected candidates across participants is not significant, there is 
substantial variation in how evaluations changed after the debate. The difference between the 
pre- and post-debate evaluations of the chosen candidate ranges from -5 to 3 and the pre- and 
post-debate difference for the rejected candidate ranges from -6 to 5 (on a 10 point scale). The 
mean of the absolute differences in evaluations is .96 and in beliefs is 1.33. 

We investigate the relationship between changes in participants’ beliefs and two 
independent variables: the change in participants’ ratings of their preferred candidates and the 
change in their ratings of their rejected candidates. People's beliefs about how each candidate’s 
supporters evaluate the two candidates change in accordance with the pattern observed for static 
ratings and beliefs (Table 3). In particular, voters who become more positive towards their 
chosen candidate also increase their estimates of how positively same-choosers (β =.26, p < .01) 
and opposite-choosers (β =.26, p < .01) rate their own candidate. However, the change in the 
evaluation of the rejected candidate does not influence these beliefs (both p’s > .1). Similarly, 
change in the ratings of rejected candidate predicts changes in the beliefs about same-choosers’ 
rejected candidate (β =.32, p < .01), while changes in the evaluations of one’s chosen candidate 
does not play a role (p > .1) . The relation between changes in own evaluation of the rejected 
candidate and changes in beliefs about the opposite-choosers’ evaluations of their rejected 
candidate is directionally consistent with our expected finding, but not significant. 

The replication of our static findings in this within-person analysis rules out the 
possibility that the relationship between differences in own evaluations and beliefs across people 
is due to omitted individual factors, such as scale usage bias or stable beliefs about the extremity 
of others’ ratings, in general. We document a relation between shifts in evaluations and shifts in 
beliefs, even when choices have not changed. Thus, these results show that as we change the 
evaluations that form our choices, our beliefs about others change correspondingly.  
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STUDY 2: CONSUMERS’ PROJECTION OF VIDEO GAME CONSOLE EVALUATIONS 
 

In Study 2, we extend our initial findings to a non-political context, investigating the 
views of a national online sample of video game players about video game consoles, specifically, 
the Nintendo Wii and the Sony Playstation 3. We use this context in part because, unlike voters 
evaluating competing candidates, video game players may be more likely to have favorable (or 
unfavorable) evaluations of both consoles. The evaluations of the two competing consoles and 
beliefs about others’ evaluations were therefore not expected to be negatively correlated.  

Data from an industry survey9 conducted several months before our study confirmed that 
favorability ratings of the Wii and PS3 were not negatively correlated (in fact, they were weakly 
positively correlated, r = .14, p < .01, N=1646). Furthermore, to confirm that our participants did 
not erroneously believe evaluations of the two consoles were negatively correlated (e.g., that 
people generally like one much more than the other), we conducted a pretest with 69 video game 
players. We find no difference in their estimates of how Nintendo-likers (rating the Nintendo Wii 
a 7 on a 9 point scale) or Nintendo-haters (rating it a 3 on a 9 point scale) evaluated the Sony 
PS3 (M = 3.9 vs. 3.8, respectively; paired-t = .64, p > .1), suggesting that participants in the pre-
test believed evaluations of the two consoles to be uncorrelated. Testing for our predictions in 
this domain allows us to generalize our findings to contexts where subjects do not hold beliefs 
that evaluations of two options are negatively correlated. 

In the study itself, we analyze the beliefs and evaluations of a national online sample of 
159 video game players, between 18 and 65 years old.10 To measure beliefs, we asked 
participants to estimate the proportion of the survey respondents who would pick either the 
Nintendo Wii or the Sony Playstation 3 console, when choosing between the two. They 
estimated the average ratings for each console among the respondents, on a 9-point favorability 
scale. Next, participants made their own choice between the two consoles and rated each console 
on the scale. In this sample, the participants’ ratings of the two consoles were not correlated (r = 
-.04, p > .1; see Table A4 for correlations in all the studies). Then participants were asked to first 
think about respondents who had chosen the Wii and estimate the average ratings of each 
console among this group. They repeated the exercise for estimates of ratings among PS3 
supporters.  

Finally, participants filled out informational questions about video gaming and some 
demographic items. In particular, we asked people to rate their knowledge about video games 
and the degree to which video games were important to them personally. In addition, they were 
asked five factual questions, in which they identified which of the two consoles a console-
specific attribute applied to (three product features and two game releases), to objectively assess 
                                                        
9 The data was provided to us by an anonymous market research firm that consults for the videogame industry.  
10 Out of 198 completed surveys, respondents whose ratings were inconsistent with their choice (1%), or who 
demonstrated a misunderstanding of instructions, i.e., estimates were inconsistent with the definition of subgroups 
(19%), were excluded. 
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their knowledge of the category. We compute a knowledge score based on the total number of 
factual questions the respondent correctly answered.  

We replicate choice projection, even though, in this study, beliefs about others’ choices 
were asked before the participants made their own evaluations of the consoles. PS3-choosers 
estimate a higher percentage of people choosing PS3 (β = 15.9, p < .01) than do others who 
prefer Wii. The replication of false consensus results despite eliciting beliefs first, addresses a 
potential alternative account based on response scale anchoring and adjustment, as discussed by 
Biernat et al. (1997). In contrast to their predictions regarding choice projection, we observe 
assimilation to the self regardless of elicitation order11. As in Study 1b, we also provide evidence 
for projection of candidate ratings over and above choice projection. Participants’ own difference 
in ratings of the video game consoles influence their beliefs about the choices of others (β = 
1.88, p < .05), controlling for the effect of their own choices (β = 8.64, p < .05).  

Returning to our primary research question, we examine beliefs about others whose 
console choices are known, either the same-choosers (who favor the same console) or the 
opposite-choosers (who favor the other console). We conduct multiple regressions with the 
participants’ estimates of the average ratings among same-chooser and opposite-chooser for both 
video game consoles as the dependent variables, predicted by the participants’ own ratings of the 
consoles. As in Studies 1a and 1b, we find a direct relation between one’s own evaluations of 
each console and the estimated average ratings of same-choosers (Table 1). Estimates of same-
choosers’ ratings of the chosen console are predicted by ratings of own chosen console (β = .38, 
p < .01), and not by ratings of own rejected console (β = -.07, p > .1). Similarly, estimates of 
same-choosers’ ratings of the rejected console are predicted by ratings of own rejected console 
(β = .47, p < .01), and not by ratings of own chosen console (β = -.16, p > .1).  

Likewise, consumers’ own evaluations underlying their decisions impact their beliefs 
about the corresponding ratings of opposite-choosers (Table 2). Estimates of opposite-choosers’ 
ratings of their chosen console are predicted by ratings of the participants’ own chosen console 
(β = .15, p < .01), as well as, in this case, by the ratings of the participants’ rejected console, 
which is the same as the opposite-choosers’ chosen console (β = .14, p < .01). Furthermore, 
estimates of opposite-choosers’ ratings of their rejected console are predicted by ratings of 
participants’ own rejected console (β = .32, p < .01), and not by ratings of the participants’ own 
chosen console (β = .03, p > .1). 

We collected additional measures to help us address a potential concern that less involved 
participants might use the console rating scales more conservatively, both when expressing their 
own evaluations and when estimating their beliefs about others. If this were the case, differences 
in overall category involvement could contribute to our findings. However, we find no evidence 
                                                        
11 We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this comparison. 
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that this is the case. Relative preference for one’s chosen console (i.e., difference in evaluations 
between chosen and rejected options) does not correlate with video game importance, category 
knowledge, or quiz score (all r’s < .05, p > .1). Additionally, all of our results replicate when we 
control for importance, self-reported knowledge, and quiz score. We also check whether 
uninformed participants projected their evaluations more onto others. We find that none of the 
effects reported above is moderated by self-reported knowledge or quiz-score.  

These findings replicate and extend those of Study 1 in a context where subjects believe 
others’ evaluations of the two alternatives are uncorrelated. As in Study1, these results are 
consistent with our framework that predicts projection to both same-choosers and opposite-
choosers on the basis of a presumed parallel between one’s self and others in the way evaluations 
correspond to choices, rather than based on a surface similarity in the evaluations themselves. 

 
STUDY 3: PROJECTION OF POSTER EVALUATIONS 

 
We interpret our findings in Studies 1 and 2 as evidence that people’s evaluations affect 

their beliefs about others. It is conceivable, however, that a reverse relation between self and 
beliefs about others could arise if people’s beliefs about others drive the formation of their own 
choices or evaluation. For example, in the political context, a person’s beliefs about the 
preferences of the overall electorate could impact her own candidate evaluations in a general 
election. In particular, uninvolved voters might derive utility from being on the “winning side.” 
While this is a potential alternative account of false consensus findings, the large literature on 
false consensus has been generally silent on this issue. As far as we know, evidence for 
projection has nearly always been based on a correlation of choices and beliefs across subjects12.  

Our correlational findings regarding same-choosers (and full population) also might be 
explained by one’s own evaluations being shaped by what people believe about others’ 
evaluations. For example, the correlation between evaluations and beliefs about same-choosers 
or general others could be driven by conformity, not projection. While conformity would not 
explain our results for beliefs about opposite-choosers, one could generate other alternative 
accounts that support a reverse causation critique such that one’s beliefs about opposite-
choosers’ evaluations of her rejected option shape how she evaluates her chosen option. 

To provide evidence against a reverse causation account for our key findings of 
projection to opposite-choosers, in Study 3 we employ a particular context in which we establish 
(via pretest) that opposite-choosers’ ratings do not impact one’s own evaluations. To provide 
further causal evidence for our results, we also manipulate evaluations independently of choices 
in Study 4 and analyze systematic within-person changes in evaluations in Study 5. 

                                                        
12 For a notable exception in studying the relationship between beliefs and evaluations causally, see Critcher and 
Dunning 2009. While they do not study projection, they manipulate evaluations to examine how the difference 
influences beliefs about correlations in others’ evaluations. 
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Pretest: Do Beliefs About Opposite-Choosers’ Evaluations Influence One’s Own Evaluations?  

 In a pretest (N=88), online participants were shown two black and white posters (one of 
the New York City skyline and one of a shoreline with round boulders) and chose the one they 
preferred. They then saw ratings of both posters from a subset of participants in a previous study 
who had chosen the other poster. In a 2x2 between-subjects design, participants were told that 
the average rating on a 7 point scale of the opposite-choosers’ preferred poster was high (7) vs. 
moderate (5), and that the rating of the poster opposite-choosers’ rejected was either one point or 
three points lower. Thus, participants were told that the ratings were either 7 and 6, 7 and 4, 5 
and 4, or 5 and 2 among opposite-choosers for their preferred and rejected poster, respectively. 
After seeing this information, they rated both posters themselves and then estimated the rating of 
a typical respondent who chose the poster the participant had rejected (e.g., an opposite-chooser). 

Participants’ beliefs about opposite-choosers’ ratings reflect the information provided 
about previous respondents, which confirms that they read and understood the information. 
Specifically, estimated ratings of opposite-choosers’ chosen poster are higher when provided 
with higher ratings information for that poster (β = .61, p < .001), controlling for the rating 
provided for that group’s rejected poster (which was not significant, β = -.03, p > .1). Likewise, 
estimated ratings of opposite-choosers’ rejected poster are higher when provided with higher 
ratings information for that poster (β = .61, p < .001), controlling for the ratings provided for that 
group’s chosen poster (which was not significant, β = -.10, p > .1).  

The information manipulation does not, however, have an effect on the participants’ own 
ratings. To test for an effect, we run two multiple regressions, predicting participants’ own 
ratings of each of the posters based on the information we gave them about opposite-choosers’ 
ratings. Participants’ ratings of their chosen poster are not significantly affected by the provided 
opposite-choosers’ ratings of either poster (both p’s > .1). Likewise, participants’ ratings of their 
rejected poster are not significantly affected by the provided opposite-choosers’ ratings of either 
poster (both p’s > .1). This result suggests that, in the context of choices for these posters, 
participants’ own evaluations are unlikely to be influenced (via a process of either social 
conformity or contrast) by their beliefs about how opposite-choosers rated the same posters. 
Therefore, providing evidence for the same pattern of projection to the opposite-choosers in this 
context, as we do in the next section, supports our proposition that people draw a parallel 
between themselves and opposite-choosers in the relation between choices and evaluations. 

Study 3: Conditional Projection of Poster Ratings. 

 Study 3 aims to replicate our previous findings in a context where the pretest rules out 
reverse causation as an alternative explanation for our results regarding opposite-choosers. 
Additionally, in this study we use a between-subject design and randomly assign participants to 
two groups; one group estimates only the same-choosers, the other group estimates only the 
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opposite-choosers, to further ensure that order effects do not contribute to our findings. 
Participants chose between the two posters used in the pretest and then rated both posters on a 
seven point scale. Then, they estimated the ratings of both posters for a typical respondent in 
their target group (same-chooser or opposite-chooser, by random assignment). In our prior 
studies, a substantial number of participants made an error (estimating a higher rating for a 
rejected option than a chosen option among a subgroup) and were excluded. In this study, the 
software checked for this problem during each survey, informed participants who made any such 
error (12 out of 155 completed surveys, or 8%) of the error, and asked them to restate their 
estimates for the task in which they made a mistake. As a result, we obtain usable data for 151 
participants13 (79 in the same-choosers condition and 72 in the opposite-choosers condition). 
Participants also completed two measures of beliefs about correlation of peoples’ ratings. 

 We find the same pattern for projection as in our previous studies for participants who 
estimated same-choosers’ evaluations (Table 1). Estimates of same-choosers’ ratings of the 
chosen poster are predicted by ratings of own chosen poster (β = .40, p < .01), and not by ratings 
of own rejected poster (β = .08, p > .1). Likewise, estimates of same-choosers’ ratings of the 
rejected poster are predicted by ratings of own rejected poster (β = .24, p < .05), and not by 
ratings of own chosen poster (β = .23, p > .1). 

 More importantly, among participants who instead estimated the evaluations of opposite-
choosers, we likewise find the same pattern of influence of own ratings (Table 2). Estimates of 
opposite-choosers’ ratings of their chosen poster are predicted by ratings of the participants’ own 
chosen poster (β = .32, p < .01) as well as, in this case, marginally by ratings of the participants’ 
rejected poster (β = .11, p =.10). Likewise, estimates of opposite-choosers’ ratings of their 
rejected poster are predicted by ratings of participants’ own rejected poster (β = .25, p = .05), and 
not by ratings of the participants’ own chosen poster (β = .11, p > .1).  

Because the results in Study 3 replicate the patterns in previous studies, we contend that 
reverse causation does not explain our findings about the pattern of projection to opposite-
choosers, the distinct prediction of our conditional projection account. Instead, we argue that 
people’s beliefs about others’ evaluations are influenced by their own evaluations. Moreover, the 
results of this between-subject study show that the pattern of projection to the opposite-choosers 
does not rely on eliciting beliefs about same-choosers.  

We return to the question of how people’s beliefs about correlations in others’ ratings 
might relate to our results. Unlike political candidates and, to a lesser degree, video game 
consoles, consumers often own multiple posters and therefore appreciating one poster does not 
                                                        
13 Four participants (less than 3% of the total) made the same error when asked to correct their estimates and were 
excluded. We also checked whether excluding the respondents who initially made a mistake but then corrected their 
answers changed our results and did not find any such effect, which speaks to the validity of such exclusions in our 
previous studies. 
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necessarily imply a more negative view of another poster. In fact, even after choosing between 
the two posters, participants’ ratings of the posters were strongly positively correlated (r = .43, p 
< .01). However, their beliefs about correlations for others’ ratings were mixed. When given 
three qualitative statements describing negative, zero, or positive correlation, only 27% indicated 
a belief in negative correlations and the majority indicated either no correlation (40%) or a 
positive correlation (33%)14. We test whether these differences in beliefs about how people’s 
evaluations might be correlated moderates our projection results. 

 To this end, we re-run the regression analyses, including the main effects of both ratings 
(chosen and rejected options), two indicator variables (“Negcor”, for endorsing a belief of 
negatively correlated evaluations and “Poscor”, for endorsing a belief in positively correlated 
evaluations; the baseline group endorses a belief in uncorrelated evaluations), as well as the 
interactions between the each indicator variable and both ratings. In two regressions predicting 
the estimated evaluations of both options among opposite-choosers, we find no significant 
interactions (all p’s > .1). Thus, the key results that provide support for our conditional 
projection account are not moderated by belief in the correlation of evaluations. 

In two regressions predicting the estimated evaluations of both options among same-
choosers, we find moderation in the same direction by both positive and negative correlation 
beliefs (see Table A5). Specifically, when estimating same-choosers’ ratings of the chosen 
poster, those who believed ratings were uncorrelated had more projection of own chosen rating 
compared to positive (β = -.49, p < .10) and less of an effect of own rating of the rejected poster 
(vs. positive correlation belief: β =.44, p < .05; vs. negative correlation belief: β = .32, p < .05). 
When estimating same-choosers’ ratings of the rejected poster, on the other hand, those who 
believed ratings were uncorrelated had less projection of their rejected poster compared to those 
who believed in positive (β = .59, p < .05) or negative (β = .51, p < .05) correlations, and had 
more of an effect of their of own chosen rating (vs. positive correlation belief: β = -.89, p < .05; 
vs. negative correlation belief: β = -.62, p < .10). Thus, estimates of same-choosers made by 
people who believed that others’ ratings are uncorrelated were reflected more of the predicted 
projection of own chosen when estimating the chosen poster, but less of the predicted projection 
of own rejected when estimating the rejected poster. Thus, we conclude that none of the lay 
beliefs about correlations between others’ evaluations of the two options consistently explain or 
contribute to our results in this study. We discuss the lack of any consistent direction in the 
moderation of projection to the same-choosers in Studies 4 and 5, and in the general discussion. 

 
                                                        
14 As a side point, we note a positive correlation between the disparity of participants’ ratings of their chosen vs. 
rejected poster and their agreement with the negative correlation statement (r = .25, p < .01). The positive relation 
between this belief and disparity of ratings has been shown before by Critcher and Dunning (2009). While 
participants who more strongly preferred one poster to the other also tended to believe that the two posters’ ratings 
among others were negatively correlated, this relation did not have an impact on which evaluations were projected, 
as the lack of moderation by this belief illustrates.  
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STUDY 4: THE PROJECTION OF MANIPULATED EVALUATIONS 
 

 The goal of Study 4 is to manipulate evaluations of the chosen and rejected options to 
establish the causality of conditional projection in beliefs about opposite-choosers. To test the 
causality of our claims, we need an experimental manipulation that yields differences in average 
evaluations of the chosen vs. rejected options, to see if those manipulated differences in 
evaluations, in turn, yield the corresponding differences in beliefs. Such a manipulation must 
satisfy several key criteria. First, it cannot provide differential information across conditions that 
might directly affect beliefs. Second, the manipulation must shift evaluations conditional on 
choice, because a manipulation that only shifted choices (but not evaluations among choosers of 
each option) would not allow us to test our claims. Third, to identify the effect of evaluations for 
the chosen vs. rejected option, the manipulation needs to shift one evaluation more than the 
other. This asymmetric change is necessary to distinguish whether people project their 
evaluations directly to opposite-choosers or whether they draw a parallel, as we propose, in the 
way decisions are shaped by evaluations. We find that manipulating the salience of consistently 
unavailable information yielded an appropriate experimental test of our claims.  

A total of 65 adult consumers successfully completed an online survey about purchasing 
digital cameras. Participants in the study were randomly assigned to either the missing 
information unaware or the missing information aware condition, and presented with the 
corresponding information grid for two cameras, the Sony Cybershot and the Panasonic Lumix. 
In the unaware condition, participants saw a picture and the brand name of each camera, priced 
identically ($120 for each). In the aware condition, participants saw the same information, but 
the grid also included 19 blank rows, labeled with other product attributes (e.g., Optical Sensor 
Resolution, Lens Type, Weight), and they were told “For now, only some of the product 
information is provided below. You will see the additional information about the cameras at the 
end of the survey.” In the aware condition, the fact they had limited information with which to 
make their choices was made salient to the participants, although the actual information available 
to them did not vary across conditions. Our expectation was that manipulating awareness of the 
missing information would reduce the participants’ evaluations of their chosen camera, without 
necessarily affecting which one they chose.  

After making their choice, participants rated their liking of both cameras on a seven point 
scale, from “Do not like at all” to “Like very much.” Then they estimated the ratings of both 
cameras among both Sony and Panasonic choosers, and were prompted to correct their mistakes 
(when they estimated higher ratings for the non-chosen camera than the chosen one for a 
group).15 They completed measures of similarity to both same and opposite-choosers, indicated 
their belief about the correlation of option evaluations among others, stated how they thought 
opposite-choosers formed their evaluations and rated their own knowledge of digital cameras.  

                                                        
15 One participant did not correct an error after being prompted, and was excluded from further analyses. 
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Projection of Experimentally Manipulated Evaluations. 

The majority of participants (84%) chose the Sony camera, and the choices did not differ 
by condition (89% among unaware, N=35; 79% among aware, N=29, difference insignificant; χ2 
= 1.0, p > .1). Furthermore, participants’ ratings of their chosen option was significantly higher 
in the unaware condition compared to the aware condition (M = 6.0 vs. 5.3, t = 2.99, p < .01), but 
ratings for the rejected option did not differ across the two conditions (M = 4.2 vs. 3.9, t =1.0, p 
= .32). Because the manipulation changed the chosen option’s ratings but not the rejected 
option’s ratings, we can distinguish between different potential patterns of projection based on 
this experimentally manipulated difference. According to our account, since ratings of the chosen 
option are higher in the unaware condition, we expect the estimates of both same-choosers’ and 
opposite-choosers’ ratings of their respective chosen options to be higher in this condition. On 
the other hand, since ratings of the rejected option are not affected by the manipulation, we 
expect the estimates of both same-choosers’ and opposite-choosers’ ratings of their respective 
rejected options will not differ across conditions. 

Indeed, participants’ estimates of same-choosers’ evaluations for their chosen camera are 
higher in the unaware (vs. aware) condition (M = 6.2. vs. 5.9, t = 1.74, p < .10), but there are no 
differences in the estimates of their evaluations of the rejected camera (M = 3.8 vs. 3.9, t = .39, p 
>.1). This result provides evidence for a causal effect of own evaluations being directly projected 
in forming beliefs about same-choosers. 

Furthermore, estimated opposite-choosers’ evaluations of their own chosen camera are 
higher in the unaware (vs. aware) condition (M = 6.1. vs. 5.6, t = 2.32, p < .05), but there are no 
differences in the estimates of their evaluations of the rejected camera (M = 4.0 vs. 4.1, t =.23, p 
>.1). To clarify this finding, consider the Sony-choosers. When the missing information was 
made salient to them (in the aware condition), they rated their chosen camera (Sony) lower than 
in the unaware condition. They also provided lower estimates for how Panasonic-choosers would 
rate the Panasonic camera, but gave nearly identical estimates of how Panasonic-choosers would 
rate the Sony camera. This result provides evidence for a causal effect of own evaluations being 
projected when forming beliefs about the ratings of the corresponding products by opposite-
choosers. It also provides additional evidence for our posited pattern of projection to out-groups, 
ruling out alternative accounts of projection in this context. 

For comparison to our prior studies, we collapse the two conditions (which combines 
manipulated and spontaneously occurring variation) and replicate the correlational analyses 
(Tables A6 and A7). An observer projects her own option evaluation when estimating the same 
evaluation for same-choosers (chosen: β = .49, p < .01, rejected: β = .78, p < .01). Importantly, 
she projects her evaluation of the corresponding option to opposite-choosers (chosen: β = .45, p 
< .01, rejected: β = .63, p < .01), while her evaluation of the same option is not projected.  
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We also test whether several factors moderate the effect of the experimental manipulation 
on beliefs about others’ ratings of their chosen camera. First, we look at the effect of endorsing a 
claim that others’ evaluations are negatively correlated, positively correlated or uncorrelated. 
Participants’ belief about the correlation is not affected by the manipulation (unaware condition: 
37% negative, 34% uncorrelated, 29% positive vs. aware condition: 41% negative, 41% 
uncorrelated, 17% positive; χ2 = 1.15, p > .1).  

We run four regression analyses, as in Study 3, to test for moderation of the correlational 
findings, and find no effects of belief in either positive or negative correlations (all p’s > . 1, see 
Table A8). We also run four regressions which predicted estimates of chosen and rejected among 
both audiences based on the experimental condition, indicator variables for belief in negative and 
positive correlation, and the interactions of both indicator variables with experimental condition 
(see Table A9). We find that effect of the experimental manipulation is not moderated by beliefs 
about correlation of evaluations for estimates of opposite-choosers of for estimates of same-
choosers’ rejected option. The effect of the manipulation on same-choosers’ estimates of the 
chosen option is weaker, however, for those who believe that others’ evaluations are negatively 
correlated (β = .92, p < .05). We conclude that our results are not consistently accounted for by 
any belief in correlated evaluations. 

Finally, we note that self-rated knowledge about cameras does not differ between the 
unaware and aware manipulated conditions (M = 2.7 vs. 2.6, t = - .42, p > .1) and it does not 
moderate the effect of the manipulation on estimates (interactions β = .10, p > .1 for chosen; β = -
.05, p > .1 for rejected). Next, we consider the role of perceived similarity. 

Role of Perceived Similarity to Same-choosers and Opposite-choosers. 

We argue that a general tendency to draw parallels between oneself and others, which 
leads people to make inferences based on analogical similarity, underlies the effect of own 
evaluations on estimates of others’ corresponding evaluations even for dissimilar others (e.g., 
opposite-choosers). After participants made their estimates, we asked them to rate the similarity 
between how they had made their own choice and how others had made theirs, separately for 
survey participants in general, same-choosers specifically, and opposite-choosers specifically, on 
a scale from 1 (“We made our decisions in a very similar way.”) to 5 (“We made our decisions in 
a very different way.”).  

We expect perceived analogical similarity to the group being estimated to moderate 
projection and thereby moderate the effect of the manipulation. Previous literature shows that 
choice projection is moderated by similarity. It claims that projection does not take place when 
thinking about others who do not belong to the same group as one’s self (Clement and Krueger 
2001), or who are known to have made a different choice (e.g., on an unrelated topic, Ames 
2004a), as one’s self is not seen as a relevant source for making predictions about these 
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dissimilar others. While this may be the case when cues of surface dissimilarity undermine the 
basis for projection without providing a basis for identifying the correspondence between oneself 
and others, we show that projection of underlying evaluations does indeed occur for estimates of 
others with different choices. Given that people do project onto others with dissimilar choices, 
consistent with our account of conditional projection based on analogical similarity, we expect 
perceived similarity in how the decision is made to moderate this projection.  

We conduct a series of separate regression analyses, predicting estimated ratings of the 
chosen option based on the manipulation, measures of similarity to a target group, and the 
interactions of manipulation and similarity. Similarity to same-choosers moderates the effect of 
the manipulation (β = -.44, p < .10), such that the similarity to same-choosers strengthens the 
effect of the manipulation, but general similarity (β =.03, p > .1) and similarity to opposite-
choosers (β = -.26, p > .1) does not. Likewise, similarity to opposite-choosers strengthens the 
effect of the manipulation (β = -.35, p < .10), but general similarity (β = -.16, p > .1) and 
similarity to same-choosers (β = -.11, p > .1) does not.  

As an additional test of our claim that people estimate evaluations of others whose 
choices are known by employing correspondences between themselves and those others, we 
collected a self-report measure. We asked participants to choose among four potential 
descriptions of how they imagined opposite-choosers’ decision process, reflecting either (1) poor 
decisions, (2) decisions unrelated to one’s own process, (3) a process of direct contrast with 
one’s own evaluations or (4) an explicitly analogous process to one’s own. A strong majority 
(74%) of the participants chose the analogous description (“Their preferences are probably 
analogous to mine: they feel about the camera they chose the way I feel about the one I chose”) 
over the other three characterizations. This endorsement supports our argument that most of the 
participants thought about the evaluations of opposite-choosers in analogous terms, recognizing a 
parallel between their own evaluations and the corresponding evaluations of others.  

Study 4 employs a manipulation of evaluations to replicate the influence of one’s own 
evaluations on beliefs about both same-choosers’ and opposite-choosers’ evaluations. We 
provide causal evidence that participants draw a parallel between themselves and others 
consistent with our posited account, as well as moderation by perceived analogical similarity (in 
how the decision was made) to the target group. In Study 5, we extend our analysis from 
studying evaluations manipulated across people to manipulating evaluations over time. 

 
STUDY 5: THE IMPACT OF SPONTANEOUS CHANGE IN EVALUATIONS ON BELIEFS 

 
In Study 1b/1c, the change in people’s evaluations occurred largely because of an 

external change in their information - the debate itself and the circumstances surrounding it. In 
Study 5, we investigate the effect of spontaneous changes in post-choice evaluations over time 
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on evaluations and thereby on beliefs, when no new information is made available.  
In this study we use the same two digital cameras as in Study 4. In the first wave, the 

participants viewed a detailed profiled of the two cameras, including pictures, the brand, 
identical prices ($120), and 19 technical attributes (taken from product descriptions on 
Amazon.com) including optical zoom, aperture, physical measurements, and performance and 
feature information. In Study 4, when the attributes were unavailable, the majority of participants 
preferred the Sony camera. However, the Panasonic camera was actually superior on some of the 
attributes provided in this study (optical zoom and the number of exposure modes). We 
anticipated that the choice would therefore involve attribute tradeoffs and Sony would no longer 
be seen as the dominant option. Participants chose between the two cameras and rated each of 
the cameras on a seven-point scale (1 = “Do not like at all”, 7 = “Like very much”). They 
estimated the ratings of both cameras for the typical person who chose the Sony, then for the 
typical person who chose the Panasonic. As in Study 4, they were prompted to correct their 
ratings if there was an inconsistency (i.e., estimating that a Sony-chooser rated the Panasonic 
higher than the Sony). They were told that a second survey would be conducted one week later. 

In the second wave, participants were again shown the pictures, price, and brand name of 
both cameras, but did not see any of the other camera attributes they were shown the prior week. 
They rated both cameras on the same scale and their beliefs were collected, as in the first wave. 
We do not expect the participants’ choices to change, because they were likely to remember their 
initial choice and no new information was presented. However, we speculate that evaluations 
will systematically change over time. In the first wave, participants faced a relatively involved 
choice because each camera was superior on different attributes. In the second wave, however, 
participants had to rely on their initial choice and memory of attributes when evaluating the 
cameras. Therefore, we expect participants in Wave 2 to anchor on their initial choice and, with 
the conflicting attributes being less salient, to have stronger preferences.  Therefore, people’s 
evaluation of the chosen item might increase, or their evaluation of the rejected item might 
decrease. Any such change in participants’ chosen or rejected brand’s evaluations over time 
would present a unique way to test conditional projection, which would predict a corresponding 
change in beliefs for both same-choosers and opposite-choosers.  

We collected 274 complete and usable surveys16. The participants’ evaluation of the 
chosen camera in a given wave was coded as the higher of the two camera ratings in that wave 
and the evaluation of the rejected camera was coded as the minimum of the two ratings in that 
wave. In Wave 1, 30% of the participants preferred the Sony camera and 70% preferred the 
Panasonic17. A participant’s estimates for same-choosers and opposite-choosers in each wave 
were coded based on what camera the participant preferred in that wave. When a participant’s 
                                                        
16 Of 277 participants who completed valid surveys in both waves, three estimated a group as rating their rejected 
camera higher than their chosen camera even after being prompted to correct the mistake, and were excluded.  
17 Fifteen people had a change in the higher-rated camera between the two waves, fourteen from preferring 
Panasonic to preferring Sony and one from Sony to Panasonic. 
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evaluations for the two cameras were tied, the stated choice was used as a tie-breaker to code 
same and opposite-choosers.  

Relating Within-Person Changes in Evaluations to Within-Person Changes in Beliefs. 

As in Studies 1b and 1c, we find a substantial variation between the evaluations in Wave 
1 and Wave 2 and across people in how much their evaluations changed18. We first replicate the 
analysis used in Study 1 by relating within-person changes in evaluations to within-person 
changes in beliefs19. In Study 5, this analysis takes advantage of both the manipulated and the 
spontaneously occurring variation in evaluations over time. 

Our prior results fully replicate for changes over time (Table 4). In particular, an increase 
in the evaluation of the chosen option leads to an increase in the estimated evaluation of the 
chosen option of same-choosers (β =.19, p <.01), but increased evaluations of the rejected option 
do not (p > .1). Likewise, an increase in one’s own evaluation of the chosen option leads to an 
increase in the estimated evaluation of opposite-choosers’ chosen option (β =.16, p <.05), but 
changes in own evaluations of the rejected option do not (p > .1). Similarly, an increase in the 
evaluation of the rejected option leads to an increase in the estimated evaluations of the rejected 
option of same-choosers (β =.33, p <.001), an increase in the evaluation of the chosen option 
does not (p >.1). Finally, an increase in the evaluation of the rejected option leads to an increase 
in the estimated evaluation of the rejected option of opposite-choosers (β =.33, p <.001), as well 
as a marginal increase in the estimate for the chosen option (β =.26, p <.1). 

Impact of Systematic Changes in Evaluations Over Time. 

In this study, our experiment not only yields general variation in evaluations across time 
but, more importantly, the passage of time and absence of repeating product information in Wave 
2 systematically shifts evaluations.20 In particular, participants’ ratings for their rejected camera 
is lower in Wave 2 versus Wave 1 (M = 4.39 vs. 4.60, t = 4.0, p < .001), while ratings of the 
chosen brand are not different (M = 5.81 vs. 5.84, t = .76, p > .1). This asymmetric shift in 
evaluations provides us with an opportunity to test our hypothesis about projection to opposite-
choosers, as distinct from other predictions. 

Consistent with the proposed account of conditional projection, we find that average 

                                                        
18 The mean of the absolute differences between evaluations in wave 1 and wave 2 was .51 for the chosen and .4 for 
the rejected option (on a 7 point scale). The changes in the evaluations of the chosen camera ranged between -2 and 
2, and changes in the evaluations of the rejected camera ranged between -4 and 2.  
19 We also analyze projection in the first wave and the second wave of this study separately. We fully replicate all 
the findings in the previous static studies (see Tables A6 and A7).  
 
20 Choice was asked before ratings in Wave 1 and the chosen and rejected evaluations are coded from each wave's 
ratings separately and do not involve information from the choice question.  Thus, the effect of our manipulation of 
information salience on ratings should not be interpreted as either cognitive dissonance or revealed preference. 
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beliefs remain the same for estimates of opposite-choosers’ (M = 5.98 vs. 6.04, t = 1.6, p > .1) 
evaluations of their respective chosen option across the two waves, and we find only marginal 
changes for same-choosers’ (M = 6.05 vs. 6.12, t = 1.9, p < .1). On the other hand, corresponding 
to participants’ own decline in evaluations of the rejected camera, the estimated evaluations of 
the rejected option decrease among both same-choosers (M = 4.13 vs. 4.40, t = 5.0, p < .001) and 
opposite-choosers (M = 4.26 vs. 4.47, t = 3.80 p < .001). This specific pattern of results is 
predicted only by our account, in which people employ an analogical similarity to others in the 
way decisions are reached rather than a literal similarity in evaluations. Therefore how 
participants’ beliefs about others’ evaluations of their rejected camera changes allows us to 
provide causal support for our account, in addition to replicating our correlational findings in 
Study 1 for changes in evaluations and beliefs in this context.  

We test for the effect of beliefs about the correlation between others’ ratings on both the 
experimental manipulation and the correlational analysis of changes in ratings and beliefs 
between Wave 1 and 2 (Tables A10 and A11). The effects of the within-subjects manipulation on 
estimates of others are not moderated by a belief in either positive or negative correlations in any 
of the analyses (all p’s > .1). For the effect of changes in own ratings on changes in beliefs over 
time, we find no moderation by a belief in either negative or positive correlations, except in one 
case. The change in one’s own preferred option’s evaluation among those who believe in 
negative correlations is projected more to estimates of how same-choosers rate this option (β = 
.24, p < .10).  We conclude that the findings presented in this study cannot be attributed to 
people’s beliefs about correlations in others’ ratings. 

 In this study, we replicate our finding that changes over time in one’s evaluations leads 
to changes in one’s beliefs, as in Study 1, even when no new information is provided during that 
time. Furthermore, we find that within-subjects manipulation of evaluations leads to 
corresponding changes to their beliefs that are in line with our account of projection.  

 
GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 
Across five studies, our findings support the notion that others are seen structurally like 

one’s own self in the evaluation of options as they correspond to observed choices, rather than 
only in the evaluations of identical options. These findings provide support for not only the fact 
that people project onto opposite-choosers, but more importantly, distinguish the specific way in 
which people rely on their own evaluations to make sense of others. Next, we provide a brief 
overview of why our findings are incompatible with several key alternative explanations. We 
conclude by discussing the implications of our findings for the theory of social projection, as 
well as for consumer decision-making. 
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Discussion of Alternative Accounts. 

Systematic differences in reasoning. A broad concern with our findings could be the 
potential for unobserved person-specific factors to jointly impact both candidate ratings and 
beliefs about other candidate ratings. Such heterogeneity could yield results similar to ours 
through a spurious correlation. This heterogeneity could arise in many different ways, including 
rating scale usage, differences in polarization or partisanship, defensive pessimism, wishful 
thinking (e.g., Krizan and Windschitl 2007) or differences in lay theories (Gershoff et al. 2007). 
As a specific example, extreme responding bias describes the systematic tendency to use the 
extreme (low and high) ends of the scale in expressing one’s evaluations (and potentially also 
one’s estimates), independent of the content of the question. If people vary in the degree of this 
bias, then a correlation between own evaluations and estimates of others’ would be expected. 

Such accounts, however, would predict that own evaluations should generally correlate 
with others’ estimated evaluations, while we propose (and find) that only the corresponding 
evaluations will be consistently projected. Furthermore, in Study 4, we induce shifts in beliefs 
that are attributable only to the experimental manipulation of evaluations, and cannot be 
explained by these causes. The replications of our findings for the projection of changes in a 
person’s views over time in Studies 1b/c and in Study 5 also rule out any stable person-specific 
bias or belief as an alternative explanation. Particularly, any individual-specific factors would be 
eliminated by the use of within-person difference scores in analyses relating changes in 
evaluation to changes in estimates. 

Projection of polarization. A more nuanced version of the above argument is that our 
findings are explained by projection of polarization, such that when people become more 
polarized in their own evaluations, their estimates also become more polarized. While our data 
are consistent with this prediction, our proposed process provides a more specific prediction of 
which specific evaluations, among same vs. opposite-choosers, will shift, and is supported by our 
data. Thus, while our account would predict a projection of polarization effect as a by-product, a 
general account of projecting polarization would not generate our specific predictions. 

Beliefs about others’ correlations. People with more polarized evaluations of two options 
are more likely to believe in a negative correlation between others’ evaluations of the two options 
(Critcher and Dunning 2009). We tested for a potential impact of holding the belief that other’s 
evaluations are negatively correlated, positively correlated or uncorrelated on our findings of 
conditional projection. We replicate our findings across different contexts, varying in both the actual 
correlations in evaluations and in people’s beliefs about how correlated others’ evaluations are in 
that context. We also directly measure participants’ beliefs about other’s correlations in Studies 3-5. 
We find no moderation of projection in estimates for opposite-choosers and some inconsistent 
moderations for estimates of same-choosers. Specifically, we find both more and less projection to 
same-choosers when people believe there is no correlation (Study 3), more projection for estimates 
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of the chosen option when people believe in positive correlations (Study 4) and more projection for 
changes in estimates of the chosen option when people believe in negative correlations (Study 5). 
Given that we find a handful of contradictory moderations out of a total of 64 statistical tests, these 
moderations for same-choosers may largely be spurious. However, our data unambiguously show 
no effect of beliefs about correlations on conditional projection to opposite-choosers. 

Order-induced effects. Given that we present a general account of how people relate their 
own evaluations to others, a potential concern is that asking participants to form expectations about 
same-choosers first might prompt them to draw parallels with opposite-choosers that they would not 
draw otherwise. In Study 1c, we counterbalanced the order of the same-choosers’ and opposite-
choosers’ estimates, and find no moderation of any of the predicted results based on the order. 
Furthermore, in Study 3, we randomly assign participants to estimate either only same-choosers or 
only opposite-choosers, and fully replicate our findings.  

Reverse causality. The potential for reverse causality (own views being influenced by 
knowledge or beliefs of other’s views) is a prevalent issue in the literature on social projection. This 
literature traditionally relied only on correlational analyses. In Studies 3, 4, and 5 we show that our 
results are not driven by this alternative account. We provide preliminary evidence in Study 3, by 
showing that manipulating peoples’ beliefs about opposite-choosers’ evaluations does not influence 
their own evaluations for the posters we used. In Study 4 we manipulate own evaluations and find 
predicted corresponding change in estimates. In Study 5, we show that manipulated within-person 
changes in evaluations yields the predicted corresponding change in estimates.  

Implications for Theories of Social Projection. 

This paper explores how people estimate the choice option evaluations of others whose 
choices are known. We introduce a novel account, conditional projection, predicting that the 
evaluations of the chosen item will be projected onto others’ evaluations of their chosen item, 
regardless of others’ choices. Similarly, this account predicts that the evaluations of the rejected 
item will be projected onto others’ evaluations of their rejected item, regardless of others’ choices. 

Our account of conditional projection shares the intuition of general theories of 
projection, which posit that the self serves as a basis for forming judgments about others (Allport 
1924). Studying beliefs about others’ whose choices are known enables us to identify important 
distinctions that cannot be addressed by studying projection of choices and binary endorsements. 
Researchers studying such contexts have generally concluded that people do not project to 
dissimilar others because the self is judged to be irrelevant for making sense of dissimilar out-
groups (Krueger 2000). We introduce a critical distinction between two ways people may assess 
their similarity to those whose choices are known: surface similarity in evaluations for the same 
item and analogical similarity in the relation of evaluations to choice. While we agree that 
projection may rely on an assessment of whether one’s own information is relevant, departing 
from the previous conclusions, we contend that surface dissimilarity to others does not 
necessarily make them seem irrelevant. Rather, people may project to even dissimilar others, if 
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the context presents an opportunity to recognize an analogical similarity between themselves and 
others. For example, when people are told that they are making estimates for a group that differs 
from themselves in a choice unrelated to what is being estimated, we claim that the resulting lack 
of projection is due not only to the dissimilarity cue being provided, as Ames (2004a, 2004b) 
argues, but may also occur because the cue is insufficiently informative to allow a parallel to be 
drawn between them and oneself. Our results across five studies support our conditional 
projection account. These findings suggest that considering the distinction in how people may 
relate themselves to others is essential in broadening general accounts of social projection.  

 We refrain from speaking to a prominent and lively debate about normativity of projection 
among previous researchers. They have discussed whether “false consensus” is really “false”; i.e., 
whether the binary choice projection findings represent a bias or are predicted by normative models 
of inference (see Hoch 1987 and Dawes 1989 for a critique, and Krueger and Clement 1994 for 
evidence of falsity per Dawes’ criterion). Addressing normativity in the projection of evaluations 
requires a more complex set of data, including expectations of joint distributions of item 
evaluations, and would require a fundamentally different analysis beyond the scope of this paper. 
Therefore, we stress that we do not tackle this issue in the current paper and our results neither rule 
out nor support that projection is a bias. 

In fact, the induction account might be extended to our context in multiple ways via additional 
assumptions. We distinguish our findings from one extension of an induction account to our 
context, based on the commonly employed assumption that people assess relevance via surface 
similarity. Under this assumption, one’s own evaluation of an option will have a positive effect on 
estimates of opposite-choosers’ evaluations of that same option (although potentially less so than for 
estimates of same-choosers). As Dawes (1989, p. 9) argues in the context of choice projection, “if I 
believe that I am liberal but the group as a whole is conservative, then … the weight given my own 
response considered in isolation should decrease relative to the weight given it without considering 
such a variable [ideology].” This prediction is inconsistent with our finding that one’s own 
evaluation of her rejected option consistently influences her estimate of opposite-choosers’ 
rejected option, rather than her estimate of the evaluation for the same option. 

That said, Dawes’ point is broad enough to potentially explain the process for any form of 
projection. His point can be generalized to the intuition that people should use their own information 
to assess how it could be useful for the estimation task. Relative to this general claim, our account 
can be seen as a way to distinguish between the different ways people might make such an 
assessment. Rather than making the assessment based on surface similarity (e.g., based on shared 
cues, such as observed choices or group membership), we argue that people incorporate what they 
know about others to draw parallels between themselves and others, and thereby realize that their 
own evaluations are relevant for estimating others’ corresponding evaluations. This inference is 
distinct from the more straightforward inductive process that we discuss above, among others. The 
consideration of a more sophisticated reasoning, by which people map their own evaluations to the 
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corresponding evaluations of others, thereby potentially facilitating a different kind of induction, is 
precisely the conceptual contribution of our paper that distinguishes it from the prior literature. 

Implications for Consumer Decision-Making. 

In this paper, we concentrate on the evaluations underlying choices between two options, 
but our results can be generalized more broadly to evaluations in any discrete decision context, 
as well as to endorsements of attitudes or strategic decisions. We initially employed the 2008 
election as a particularly apt context in which preferences and beliefs naturally arise in a social 
environment with plenty of diagnostic information about the preferences of others. In this 
context we show that projection of evaluations shapes people’s expectations about other voters. 
Even when people support the same candidate, differences in expectations about others’ 
evaluations may lead to differences in whether to vote, how involved to be in a campaign, and 
how to interpret the actions of others on both sides. 

We also generalized our findings to a range of common consumer decision contexts 
(video game consoles, posters, and cameras). There are many other choice situations in which 
peoples’ decisions are based on how other people will make a decision, or on how they will react 
to one’s own choices. For example, beliefs about others’ evaluations are important in consumers’ 
purchase decisions and timing when network externalities are present or when others’ 
evaluations can influence the likelihood of stock-outs. Such beliefs are also necessary to consider 
when deciding on what gift to buy for a colleague, what amount to bid in an auction, how to 
bargain with a buyer and how much to invest in a public good.  

In these kinds of socially interdependent decisions, the notion that one’s own evaluations 
and choices systematically impact beliefs about others contradicts an assumption widely invoked 
in formal models; mutually consistency of beliefs. Beyond contributing to the theoretical 
understanding of projection as a psychological construct, it is our hope that this work will also 
facilitate the incorporation of these systematic influences on beliefs into how we structure and 
interpret models of strategic decision-making. An unpublished study by one of the authors 
illustrates the potential benefit of incorporating projection into such models. In a two-stage lost 
wallet game, participants’ own social preferences affect their decision to trust another person to 
determine the social outcome. Ignoring the heterogeneity in beliefs about others biases the 
estimates of social preferences inferred from strategic actions.  

Our findings highlight the pervasive influence of our own perspectives on how we make 
sense of others. Even if others’ choices are different than ours, we continue to see others as 
broadly similar to ourselves, based on how their views correspond to ours. Ultimately, the way 
we perceive people around us is fundamentally shaped by our understanding of ourselves.  
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Figure 1. Possible influence patterns of own  
evaluations of A and B on the estimates of  
opposite-choosers’ evaluations, E(A) and E(B)  Figure 2. Pattern of Choice Projection   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Projection to out-group: Different predicted estimates for choice of A.  
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Figure 4. Projection of evaluations to opposite-choosers by A-choosers.  
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Table 1. Predicting estimated average evaluations for same-choosers. 

 
Target group: Same-choosers. Mean estimated rating for their chosen option 
 Variables 
 

Study1a 

L 

Study 1b Study 1c Study 2 Study 3 

 Lab voting Pre-debate Post-debate Consoles Posters 
Own rating of one's  .173**  .495*** .538*** .381*** .397***  

 chosen option (.067) (.031) (.047) (.065) (.095) 

Own rating of one's  -.024 .046 .051 -.066 .083 

 rejected option (.047) (.028) (.045) (.051) (.062) 

Constant  6.476*** 4.159*** 3.728*** 1.476*** 3.144***  

 (.513) (.247) (.384) (.223) (.508) 

Target group: Same-choosers. Mean estimated rating for their rejected option  
  Study1a Study 1b Study 1c Study 2 Study 3 

Own rating of one's  -.022 .074 -.04 -.016 .237 

 chosen option (.084) (.055) (.065) (.121) (.182) 

Own rating of one's  .137**  .572***  .676*** .472*** .241** 

 rejected option (.06) (.051) (.061) (.094) (.120) 

Constant  2.382*** 1.138** 1.253** 2.329*** 1.559 

 (.645) (.448) (.529) (.413) (.979) 

Number of observations  72 351 153 159 151 
*** significant at p<.01, ** significant at p<.05, * significant at p<.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
 

     

 
Table 2. Predicting average evaluations estimated for opposite-choosers. 
Target group: Opposite-choosers. Mean estimated rating for their chosen option 
Variables Study1a Study 1b Study 1c Study 2 Study 3  

 Lab voting Pre-debate Post-debate Consoles Posters 
Own rating of one's  .170*  .161***  .408*** .154*** .319***  

 chosen option (.091) (.049) (.06) 

 

(.077) (.087) 

Own rating of one's  .084 .174***  .065 .142*** .108 

 rejected option (.065) (.046) (.057) (.060) (.064) 

Constant  5.424*** 5.837*** 4.208*** 1.432*** 4.262***  

 (.700) (.400) (.488) (.263) (.335) 

Target group: Opposite-choosers. Mean estimated rating for their rejected option   

Variables Study1a Study 1b Study 1c Study 2 Study 3  

Own rating of one's  -.14 -.06 .082 .029 .108 

 chosen option (.113) (.053) (.076) (.109) (.169) 

Own rating of one's  .240***  .393***  .396*** .322*** .250** 

 rejected option (.080) (.049) (.071) (.085) (.124) 

Constant  3.416*** 2.884*** 1.597** 2.795*** 2.198***  

 (.865) (.430) (.616) (.372) (.860) 

Number of observations  72 351 153 159 151 

*** significant at p<.01, ** significant at p<.05, * significant at p<.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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Table 3. Study 1b and 1c. Predicting change in estimated candidate evaluations of same-choosers  
 and opposite-choosers. 
  Change in the estimated mean rating for 

their chosen candidate 
Change in the estimated mean rating for 

their rejected candidate 
Variables Same-choosers Opposite-choosers Same-choosers Opposite-choosers 

Change in own rating of   .256***  .259**  .164  .16 

 one's candidate of choice  (.095)  (.112)  (.148)  (.178) 

Change in own rating of   -.066  -.091  .321***  .130 

 one's rejected candidate  (.068)  (.08)  (.106)  (.127) 

Constant   .098  .282**  .228  .068 

   (.118)  (.139)  (.183)  (.220) 

Number of observations   153  153  153  153 

*** significant at p<.01, ** significant at p<.05. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
 

 
 
Table 4. Study 5. Predicting change in estimated camera evaluations of same- and opposite-choosers. 
  Change in the estimated mean rating for 

their chosen camera 
Change in the estimated mean rating for 

their rejected camera 
Variables Same-choosers Opposite-choosers 

Rs 

Same-choosers Opposite-choosers 

Change in own rating of   .190***  .149**  -.028   .124 

 one's preferred camera  (.056)  (.063)  (.080)  (.085) 

Change in own rating of   .008  -.022  .351***  .286*** 

 one's rejected camera  (.047)  (.053)  (.067)  (.071) 

Constant   -.063*  -.053  -.189***  -.136** 

   (.038)  (.042)  (.054)  (.057) 

Number of observations   259  259  259  259 

*** significant at p<.01, ** significant at p<.05, * significant at p<.1. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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