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Abstract

Objective: The present research examined whether the tendency to brace for the worst by becoming pessimistic as news

approaches varies across people, namely, people who differ in their trait-like outlooks on the future (dispositional optimism,

defensive pessimism).

Method: Across nine studies in laboratory and field settings, we examined the roles of dispositional optimism and defensive

pessimism in the propensity to brace for the worst when awaiting uncertain news. The studies used a variety of paradigms,

including predictions about performance on the bar exam, peer ratings of attractiveness, and feedback on an intelligence test.

Results: Results from these studies consistently failed to support individual differences in the tendency to brace for the

worst.

Conclusions: Trait-like differences in future outlooks seem to influence only the level and not trajectories of outcome

predictions, pointing to relative commonalities in the development of the tendency to brace for the worst.
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The tendency to brace for the worst by abandoning optimism
at the end of a waiting period is both prevalent and robust
(Sweeny & Krizan, 2013). Students’ predictions of their mid-
term grades shift from unrealistic optimism to realism and
even to unrealistic pessimism as the news of their grade
approaches (Shepperd, Ouellette, & Fernandez, 1996); patients
become increasingly certain that they are riddled with disease
as the news from a medical test approaches (e.g., Taylor &
Shepperd, 1998); and voters become increasingly pessimistic
about the chances that their pet initiatives or candidates will be
successful on Election Day as the election approaches (Krizan
& Sweeny, 2013). Although this general tendency is quite con-
sistent across contexts, numerous studies have found that peo-
ple brace more in some situations than others (e.g., when the
potential bad news is more severe, Taylor & Shepperd, 1998;
when the outcome is more personally relevant, Sweeny, Shep-
perd, & Carroll, 2009). But are some people more likely to
brace, regardless of the situation? Specifically, are people less
likely to brace for the worst if they generally expect their future
to be bright, compared to people with a doom-and-gloom out-
look? The current article presents evidence from nine studies
in an effort to definitively answer the question of whether dis-
positional optimism and defensive pessimism moderate the
tendency to shift expectations away from optimism in anticipa-
tion of feedback.

Bracing for the Worst

Bracing for the worst, or simply bracing, entails a change in out-
come predictions over time, from relatively optimistic predic-
tions to more pessimistic predictions as objective feedback
draws near (Sweeny, Carroll, & Shepperd, 2006). Researchers
have used the broader term sobering up to capture the full range
of temporal shifts in outcome predictions (Sweeny & Krizan,
2013), but the term bracing best captures strategic efforts to
manage one’s expectations in preparation for the possible blow
of bad news.

A recent quantitative review of temporal declines in expecta-
tions revealed a medium-size overall effect of feedback proximi-
ty on predictions across 71 independent samples (Cohen’s
d 5 .40; Sweeny & Krizan, 2013). This readiness to forsake
optimism may be surprising in light of the numerous benefits of
a hopeful, positive mind-set (e.g., Andersson, 1996; Armor,
Massey, & Sackett, 2008; Carver, Scheier, & Segerstrom, 2010;
Helweg-Larsen, Sadeghian, & Webb, 2002; Scheier, Carver, &
Bridges, 2001), including research on the experience of awaiting
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uncertain news, which confirms that people who expect the best
tend to be less distressed as they wait (Sweeny & Andrews,
2014; Sweeny, Reynolds, Falkenstein, Andrews, & Dooley,
2016). However, well-timed pessimism can be an effective anti-
dote to disappointment—after all, if people expect the worst,
they can hardly be unpleasantly surprised (Krizan & Sweeny,
2013; Sweeny et al., 2006; Van Dijk, Zeelenberg, & Van der
Pligt, 2003)—and it causes little or no distress if embraced only
in the final moments before feedback (Sweeny & Shepperd,
2010). Pessimism at the moment of truth also minimizes the
likelihood of looking foolish if things do not turn out as hoped,
particularly if people express their newfound pessimism to
others (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999).

Variability in the Tendency to Brace

Numerous studies have identified situational moderators of brac-
ing. People are more likely to brace for more severe outcomes
(Taylor & Shepperd, 1998; but see Sweeny & Krizan, 2013),
outcomes with a lower base rate (Sweeny & Shepperd, 2007),
more personally relevant outcomes (Sweeny et al., 2009; Van
Dijk et al., 2003), more vivid outcomes (Carroll, Shepperd, &
Arkin, 2009), and when the preceding performance was more
difficult (Nussbaum, Liberman, & Trope, 2006). Bracing clearly
varies across situations, but does it vary across people? To the
authors’ knowledge, only two studies have directly assessed
trait-like individual differences as moderators of temporal
declines in expectations. An early article that examined a
bracing-like phenomenon examined the role of achievement
motivation and found that success-oriented individuals braced
more than did failure-oriented individuals (Nisan, 1972). Later,
a seminal article that introduced the term bracing in this context
and first established the time course of the phenomenon also
examined the role of self-esteem. This study found that people
with high self-esteem braced less than did people with low self-
esteem (Shepperd et al., 1996, Study 3).

The two studies just mentioned provide some evidence that
people vary in their likelihood of bracing for the worst as the
moment of truth draws near. However, achievement motivation
and self-esteem are not the first individual differences that are
likely to come to mind when pondering the dynamics of expect-
ations for future outcomes. Dispositional optimism and defen-
sive pessimism are directly relevant to trait-like differences in
future outlooks, and in fact people tend to make more optimistic
predictions to the extent that they are high in dispositional opti-
mism or low in defensive pessimism (Norem, 2001; Radcliffe &
Klein, 2002; Sweeny & Andrews, 2014). Dispositional opti-
mism is the trait-like tendency to hold a generally positive out-
look toward the future (Carver et al., 2010). People high in
dispositional optimism cope more effectively with a broad array
of stressors (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006) and tend to be lower in
trait anxiety (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994; Smith, Pope,
Rhodewalt, & Poulton, 1989). Defensive pessimism refers to
the tendency to strategically adopt pessimistic expectations as a

source of motivation in times of uncertainty (Norem, 2001;
Norem & Cantor, 1986). Though not technically a trait or dispo-
sition (Spencer & Norem, 1996), people demonstrate consisten-
cy in their tendency toward defensive pessimism or its inverse,
strategic optimism (Norem, 2001).

Intuition would suggest that dispositional optimists are less
likely to brace themselves for the worst, and defensives pessi-
mists more likely. With regard to dispositional optimism, the
very items used to assess it (Life Orientation Test; Scheier &
Carver, 1985; Scheier et al., 1994) point to the possibility that
optimists would resist the temptation to slide toward pessimism:
“In uncertain times, I usually expect the best,” and “I’m always
optimistic about my future,” among others (italics added). More-
over, dispositional optimists are less prone to anxiety (e.g.,
Sweeny & Andrews, 2014), and rising anxiety is one catalyst of
bracing (Shepperd, Grace, Cole, & Klein, 2005).

Other explanations for bracing similarly point to the possibili-
ty that dispositional optimists might resist the slide toward pessi-
mism. For example, people may brace in response to rising
pressure to accurately assess one’s likely outcomes (i.e., account-
ability pressures; Carroll, Sweeny, & Shepperd, 2006; Sweeny &
Krizan, 2013). This accountability pressure prompts a downward
revision in predictions for reasons that are entangled with rising
anxiety: increasing worry over the possibility of looking foolish,
using one’s anxiety as a source of information about likely out-
comes, and a tendency to recall increasingly dire memories of
performance quality due to mood-congruent memory processes
(see Sweeny & Krizan, 2013). Again, dispositional optimists are
relatively less prone to anxiety, which might make them resistant
to these effects of accountability pressure. The logic is similar yet
opposite for defensive pessimists: Defensive pessimists eagerly
embrace pessimism in the face of anxiety (Norem & Cantor,
1986), suggesting that their expectations would decline as anxi-
ety climbs in anticipation of the moment of truth.

Despite the close conceptual relationship between these trait-
like tendencies and bracing for the worst, no published study to
date has examined whether optimists and pessimists are equally
likely to shift away from optimistic predictions over time. As just
noted, perhaps the most intuitive hypothesis is that dispositional
optimists will resist the tendency to slide toward pessimism as
feedback approaches, and conversely, defensive pessimists will
happily embrace pessimism given the slightest provocation. That
is, optimists of both sorts (dispositional and strategic) might be
less likely to brace. On the other hand, no one likes being caught
flat-footed by failure, nor does anyone want to look like the fool
when an outcome is far worse than anticipated. Moreover, as
mentioned earlier, well-timed pessimism at the moment of truth
is nearly cost-free and can pay large emotional dividends once
one’s fate is revealed (Shepperd & McNulty, 2002; Sweeny
et al., 2016; Sweeny & Shepperd, 2010). Perhaps trait-like differ-
ences in future outlooks affect only one’s level of expectations
(the “intercept”) and not the tendency to shift one’s expectations
over time (the “slope”). The current article provides a strong test
of these competing hypotheses.
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Overview

In this article, we present the findings from all studies to which
the authors had direct access (i.e., studies run by members of
their lab) that met the following inclusion criteria: (a) the study
included either a between-subjects manipulation of feedback
proximity or a longitudinal design with repeated measures of
outcome predictions; (b) the study included a measure of dispo-
sitional optimism, defensive pessimism, or both; and (c) the
study showed a “simple” main effect of feedback proximity on
outcome predictions (i.e., an overall bracing effect, either
between or within subjects).1 The term feedback proximity refers
to how soon one expects to learn the awaited news (e.g., one’s
score on a test).

We first present studies that include both measures (four stud-
ies) and then studies that include only dispositional optimism
(five studies). In some cases, other published articles present
data from these studies; however, in no case have the focal anal-
yses (i.e., interactions between feedback proximity and disposi-
tional optimism or defensive pessimism) been published. By
necessity, our analytical strategy differed between longitudinal
studies (repeated-measures analysis of variance, focusing on the
interaction between dispositional optimism or defensive pessi-
mism as a continuous between-subjects predictor and time as a
categorical within-subject predictor) and experimental studies
(simultaneous multiple regression, focusing on the interaction
between dispositional optimism or defensive pessimism as a
continuous, between-subjects predictor and experimental condi-
tion as a categorical between-subjects predictor after centering
all predictors).2 Focusing on the more-common experimental
studies, even our smallest study (Study 7, N 5 77) is sufficiently
powered to detect a Cohen’s f2 of .08 or greater with 80% power
(p 5 .05), and other studies are powered to detect far smaller
effects. We also present an aggregation of effect sizes following
the individual studies that capitalizes on the large overall sample
size across studies (total N 5 1,431).

Due to the large number of studies presented here, we
describe only the manipulations and measures of relevance to
the focal analyses. When available, we refer the reader to other
publications that present further methodological detail, and full
materials for all studies are available upon request. We also

focus specifically on the interaction between feedback proximity
and our individual difference measures of interest. Although we
present main effects of feedback proximity, dispositional opti-
mism, and defensive pessimism alongside the focal interaction
terms, these bivariate effects are the subject of other articles
(e.g., Radcliffe & Klein, 2002; Sweeny & Krizan, 2013). None-
theless, we include in Table 1 the unmoderated bracing effect
for each study (i.e., a t-test comparison between outcome predic-
tions made farther from vs. closer to the point of feedback) to
confirm the general robustness of bracing across studies. In
brief, the average effect size is moderate and reliably greater
than zero, res 5 .22, 95% CI [.166, .271]. Lastly, we present a
meta-analysis of our results to aggregate the findings across the
nine studies included in this endeavor. Table 2 provides study
characteristics and effect sizes (eta-squared for longitudinal
studies, standardized betas for experimental studies).

STUDY 1

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 230; 61% female) were law graduates taking
the California bar exam in July 2013, recruited prior to the bar
exam and then completing questionnaires throughout the
4-month waiting period before learning their result on the exam.
For the purpose of this article, we will focus on the baseline
questionnaire completed prior to the exam and the final two
questionnaires participants completed during the waiting period,
1 month and 1 day prior to the release of exam results online.
The baseline questionnaire included measures of dispositional
optimism (six items from the Life Orientation Test-Revised
[LOT-R], minus the filler items, Scheier et al., 1994;
1 5 strongly disagree, 5 5 strongly agree; M 5 3.59, SD 5 .60,
Cronbach’s a 5 .77) and defensive pessimism (12 items adapted
to generalize beyond academic settings; see Norem, 2001, for
original items; 1 5 not true at all of me, 7 5 very true of me; M
5 4.80, SD 5 .83, a 5 .77), and the final two questionnaires
included the measure of outcome predictions (“Please estimate
the probability that you will pass the bar exam, between 0% and
100%”; Ms 5 65.36 and 63.14, SDs 5 21.31 and 22.70,

Table 1 Unmoderated Bracing Effects

Study

More Distant

Prediction M (SD)

More Proximal

Prediction M (SD) t p res

1 65.26 (21.34) 63.14 (22.70) 3.01 <.01 .21

2 7.11 (1.77) 6.66 (1.77) 2.31 .02 .13

3 131.90 (31.80) 120.40 (31.89) 2.62 .01 .18

4 40.74 (10.68) 35.77 (11.75) 2.62 .01 .22

5 71.82 (20.03) 67.55 (21.74) 2.86 .01 .35

6 69.98 (16.57) 62.80 (19.46) 2.07 .04 .20

7 103.57 (30.72) 86.83 (26.10) 2.57 .01 .29

8 27.61 (6.69) 25.34 (6.98) 2.10 .04 .16

9 5.93 (1.06) 5.41 (1.17) 2.07 .04 .23

Note. The t-test is either a paired-samples t (for longitudinal studies; Studies 1 and 5) or an independent-samples t (for between-subjects studies).
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respectively). Additional methodological details are available in
Sweeny et al. (2016), Sweeny and Falkenstein (2015), and
Howell and Sweeny (2016).

Results

Dispositional Optimism. A repeated-measures analysis of
variance revealed a main effect of dispositional optimism,
F(1, 192) 5 26.23, p< .0001, such that more optimistic partici-
pants made higher predictions overall, but no main effect of
time, F(1, 192) 5 1.85, p 5 .18, and no interaction between dis-
positional optimism and time, F(1, 192) 5 .70, p 5 .40.

Defensive Pessimism. A repeated-measures analysis of
variance revealed no main effect of defensive pessimism,
F(1, 192) 5 .90, p 5 .34, no main effect of time, F(1, 192) 5

2.20, p 5 .14, and no interaction between defensive pessimism
and time, F(1, 192) 5 .88, p 5 .35.

STUDY 2

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 332; 68% female) were undergraduate stu-
dents in the psychology subject pool at the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside. Upon arrival at the lab, participants first
completed an initial questionnaire that included measures of dis-
positional optimism (LOT-R minus the filler items, scaled 1–7;
M 5 4.52, SD 5 .99, a 5 .79) and defensive pessimism (same
12-item version as in Study 1; M 5 4.92, SD 5 .98, a 5 .84).
Participants then completed an intelligence test consisting of 10
Raven’s matrices (Raven, 1938) and were randomly assigned to
one of two conditions. In the no-feedback condition, the
researcher indicated that the tests would be processed at a central
location and that due to lengthy processing times, participants
would not receive their results. In the imminent-feedback condi-
tion, the researcher indicated that participants would receive

their score on the test in just a few minutes. Participants then
completed a final questionnaire that included the measure of out-
come predictions (“Of the 10 questions on the intelligence test,
how many do you think you answered correctly?”; M 5 6.89,
SD 5 1.78). Following additional procedures not pertinent to
this article, participants were fully debriefed.

Results

Dispositional Optimism. Multiple regression analyses
revealed a marginally significant main effect of dispositional
optimism, b 5 .19, SE 5 .10, p 5 .059, such that more optimis-
tic participants made higher predictions overall; a main effect of
feedback condition, b 5 –.47, SE 5 .19, p 5 .016, such that par-
ticipants in the no-feedback condition made more optimistic pre-
dictions than did participants in the imminent-feedback
condition; but no interaction between dispositional optimism
and condition, b 5 .04, SE 5 .20, p 5 .84.

Defensive Pessimism. Multiple regression analyses revealed a
main effect of defensive pessimism, b 5 –.27, SE 5 .10,
p 5 .007, such that more pessimistic participants made lower pre-
dictions overall; a main effect of feedback condition, b 5 –.47,
SE 5 .19, p 5 .015, such that participants in the no-feedback
condition made more optimistic predictions than did participants
in the imminent-feedback condition; but no interaction between
defensive pessimism and condition, b 5 –.30, SE 5 .20, p 5 .14.

STUDY 3

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 212; 59% female) were undergraduate stu-
dents in the psychology subject pool at the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside. Upon arrival at the lab, participants first
completed an initial questionnaire that included measures of dis-
positional optimism (LOT-R including filler items; M 5 3.21,

Table 2 Study Characteristics and Individual Effect Sizes

Study N Participants Design Context Prediction Target

Measure:

Disp. Opt.

ES: Disp.

Opt.

Measure:

Def. Pess.

ES: Def.

Pess.

Both measures

1 230 Law graduates Within Field % chance of passing bar exam LOT-R w/o fillers .004 12-item .005

2 332 Undergraduates Between Lab Score on IQ test LOT-R w/o fillers .011 12-item –.081

3 212 Undergraduates Between Lab Score on IQ test LOT-R .043 DPQ-R –.010

4 140 Undergraduates Between Lab Ratings of one’s attractiveness LOT-R –.118 DPQ-R .049

Dispositional optimism only

5 90 Law graduates Within Field % chance of passing bar exam LOT-R w/o fillers .001 N/A N/A

6 109 Undergraduates Between Lab Score on analytical test LOT-R w/o fillers –.014 N/A N/A

7 77 Undergraduates Between Lab Score on analytical test LOT-R w/o fillers –.067 N/A N/A

8 161 Undergraduates Between Lab Ratings of one’s attractiveness LOT w/o fillers –.038 N/A N/A

9 80 Undergraduates Between Lab Ratings of one’s attractiveness LOT-R .020 N/A N/A

Note. Within and between refer to within-subject and between-subjects designs. Disp. Opt. 5 dispositional optimism; ES 5 effect size; Def. Pess. 5 defensive pessimism;
LOT-R 5 Life Orientation Test-Revised; DPQ-R 5 Defensive Pessimism Questionnaire - Revised. Effect sizes for within-subject studies are eta-squared statistics (g2) for
the interaction term between feedback proximity and the continuous individual difference measure; effect sizes for between-subjects studies are standardized betas.
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SD 5 .67, a 5 .76) and defensive pessimism (the 17-item
Revised Defensive Pessimism Questionnaire, scaled 1-7;
Norem, 2001; M 5 4.68, SD 5 .64, a 5 .69). Subsequent proce-
dures relevant to this article were identical to Study 2 (an intelli-
gence test with a between-subjects manipulation of feedback
proximity) except for the wording of the measure of outcome
predictions (“Scores on the test can range from 0 to 200. A score
of 160 and above is excellent, a score of 80 to 159 is average,
and a score below 80 is poor. In the space provided, please esti-
mate the score you received on the test. Please estimate an exact
number, not a range”; M 5 125.76, SD 5 32.29).

Results

Dispositional Optimism. Multiple regression analyses
revealed a main effect of dispositional optimism, b 5 10.52,
SE 5 3.21, p 5 .001, such that more optimistic participants
made higher predictions overall; a main effect of feedback con-
dition, b 5 212.36, SE 5 4.29, p 5 .004, such that participants
in the no-feedback condition made more optimistic predictions
than did participants in the imminent-feedback condition; but no
interaction between dispositional optimism and condition,
b 5 4.11, SE 5 6.43, p 5 .52.

Defensive Pessimism. Multiple regression analyses revealed
no main effect of defensive pessimism, b 5 23.72, SE 5 3.45,
p 5 .28; a main effect of feedback condition, b 5 211.55,
SE 5 4.38, p 5 .009, such that participants in the no-feedback
condition made more optimistic predictions than did participants
in the imminent-feedback condition; but no interaction between
defensive pessimism and condition, b 5 21.05, SE 5 6.91,
p 5 .88.

STUDY 4

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 140; 59% female) were undergraduate stu-
dents in the psychology subject pool at the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside. Upon arrival at the lab, participants were told that
seven other students were ostensibly part of the same study, par-
ticipating in other rooms on campus at approximately the same
time. The researcher took a photograph of each participant and
indicated that the photo would be uploaded to a website that
would allow all participants in the study to view it. Participants
then completed an initial questionnaire that included measures
of dispositional optimism (LOT-R including filler items;
M 5 3.30, SD 5 .70, a 5 .77) and defensive pessimism (DPQ-
R; M 5 4.70, SD 5 .68, a 5 .71). The researcher returned to the
room after the participant completed the questionnaire and
brought up a website with seven photos of students, supposedly
the students in the concurrent study (in actuality, the photos
were of former research assistants who agreed to allow their
photo to be used in the study). Participants rated each photo on
physical attractiveness using a single item (“Please rate the

attractiveness of the person in the photo above”; 1 5 very unat-
tractive, 10 5 very attractive).

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of two con-
ditions. In the no-feedback condition, the researcher indicated
that the ratings the other students made (i.e., their opinions of
the participant’s physical attractiveness) would not be made
available to the participant. In the imminent-feedback condition,
the researcher indicated that participants would learn how they
were rated in just a few minutes. Following additional proce-
dures not pertinent to this article, participants then completed a
final questionnaire that included the measure of outcome predic-
tions (“When you receive your attractiveness ratings, they will
be out of a total of 70 points: 7 raters 3 10 possible points 5 70
points. Higher scores indicate more positive attractiveness rat-
ings. The average rating across UCR students in similar studies
is 35 points”; M 5 38.26, SD 5 11.6). After completing the final
questionnaire, participants were fully debriefed.

Results

Dispositional Optimism. Multiple regression analyses
revealed a marginally significant main effect of dispositional
optimism, b 5 2.61, SE 5 1.38, p 5 .062, such that more opti-
mistic participants made higher predictions overall; a main effect
of feedback condition, b 5 24.19, SE 5 1.92, p 5 .03, such that
participants in the no-feedback condition made more optimistic
predictions than did participants in the imminent-feedback con-
dition; but no interaction between dispositional optimism and
condition, b 5 23.96, SE 5 2.77, p 5 .15.

Defensive Pessimism. Multiple regression analyses revealed
no main effect of defensive pessimism, b 5 .82, SE 5 1.43,
p 5 .57; a main effect of feedback condition, b 5 25.62,
SE 5 2.66, p 5 .036, such that participants in the no-feedback con-
dition made more optimistic predictions than did participants in
the imminent-feedback condition; but no interaction between
defensive pessimism and condition, b 5 1.21, SE 5 2.87, p 5 .67.

STUDY 5

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 90; 56% female) were law graduates taking
the California bar exam in July 2014, recruited prior to the bar
exam and then completing questionnaires throughout the
4-month waiting period before learning their result on the exam.
As in Study 1, we will focus on the baseline questionnaire com-
pleted prior to the exam and the final two questionnaires partici-
pants completed during the waiting period, 3 weeks and 1 day
prior to the release of exam results online. In this version of the
study, the baseline questionnaire contained only a measure of
dispositional optimism (LOT-R minus filler items; M 5 3.63,
SD 5 .67, a 5 .80), and the final two questionnaires included
the measure of outcome predictions described in Study 1 (Ms 5

72.82 and 67.55, SDs 5 20.03 and 21.74, respectively).
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Additional methodological details are available in Sweeny
(2016) and Howell and Sweeny (under review).

Results

A repeated-measures analysis of variance revealed a main effect
of dispositional optimism, F(1, 56) 5 4.88, p 5 .03, such that
more optimistic participants made higher predictions overall
than less optimistic participants, but no main effect of time,
F(1, 56) 5 .06, p 5 .81, and no interaction between dispositional
optimism and time, F(1, 56) 5 .07, p 5 .79.

STUDY 6

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 109; 49% female) were undergraduate stu-
dents in the psychology subject pool at the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside. Participants came to the lab and took a test that
ostensibly measured analytical reasoning skills, composed of
GRE-style verbal and math items. After participants completed
the test, they completed an initial questionnaire that included a
measure of dispositional optimism (LOT-R minus the filler
items; M 5 3.37, SD 5 .60, a 5 .74).

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of two con-
ditions. In the no-feedback condition, the researcher announced
that the computer that processes the tests froze, and the test
scores were lost. In the imminent-feedback condition, the
researcher indicated that participants would receive their score
on the test in just a few minutes. Participants then completed a
final questionnaire that included the measure of outcome predic-
tions (“Scores on the test you took a few minutes ago can range
from 0 to 100. A score of 90 and above is excellent, a score
between 70 and 90 is average, and a score below 70 is poor. In
the space provided, please estimate the score you received on
the test, between 0 and 100”; M 5 66.39, SD 5 18.34). After
completing this questionnaire, participants were fully debriefed.

Results

Multiple regression analyses revealed no main effect of disposi-
tional optimism, b 5 3.86, SE 5 2.90, p 5 .19; a main effect of
feedback condition, b 5 26.85, SE 5 3.49, p 5 .052, such that
participants in the delayed-feedback condition made more opti-
mistic predictions than did participants in the imminent-
feedback condition; but no interaction between dispositional
optimism and condition, b 5 –.87, SE 5 5.81, p 5 .88.

STUDY 7

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 77; 69% female) were undergraduate students
in the psychology subject pool at the University of Florida. Pro-
cedures relevant to this article were identical to those in Study 6,

including the measure of dispositional optimism (LOT-R minus
the filler items; M 5 3.13, SD 5 .52, a 5 .81), although the
wording and scale for the measure of outcome predictions dif-
fered slightly (“Scores on the test you took a few minutes ago
can range from 0 to 200. A score of 160 and above is excellent,
a score of 80 to 159 is average, and a score below 80 is poor. In
the space provided, please estimate the score you received on
the test”; M 5 94.54, SD 5 29.36). Further methodological
details can be found in Sweeny and Shepperd (2007, Study 1).

Results

Multiple regression analyses revealed no main effect of disposi-
tional optimism, b 5 21.32, SE 5 6.33, p 5 .83; a main effect
of feedback condition, b 5 216.69, SE 5 6.59, p 5 .014, such
that participants in the no-feedback condition made more
optimistic predictions than did participants in the imminent-
feedback condition; but no interaction between dispositional
optimism and condition, b 5 27.51, SE 5 12.65, p 5 .55.

STUDY 8

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 161; 55% female) were undergraduate stu-
dents in the psychology subject pool at the University of Califor-
nia, Riverside. Procedures were similar to those in Study 4, but
we will provide full methodological details due to several subtle
differences. Upon arrival at the lab, participants were told that
seven other students were ostensibly part of the same study, par-
ticipating in other rooms on campus at approximately the same
time. The researcher then took a photograph of each participant
and indicated that the photo would be uploaded to a website that
would allow all participants in the study to view it. Participants
then completed an initial questionnaire that included a measure
of dispositional optimism (LOT minus the filler items; M 5

3.55, SD 5 .58, a 5 .77). The researcher returned to the room
after the participant completed the questionnaire and brought up
a website with seven photos of students, supposedly the students
in the concurrent study (in actuality, the photos were of former
research assistants who agreed to allow their photo to be used in
the study). Participants rated each photo on physical attractive-
ness using five items (e.g., “How attractive is Participant A?”
“How appealing is Participant A?”; 1 5 not at all, 9 5

extremely).
Participants were then randomly assigned to one of two con-

ditions. In the delayed-feedback condition, the researcher indi-
cated that the ratings the other students made (i.e., their opinions
of the participant’s physical attractiveness) would be sent to par-
ticipants in 6–8 weeks. In the imminent-feedback condition, the
researcher indicated that participants would learn how they were
rated in just a few minutes. Participants then completed a final
questionnaire that included the measure of outcome predictions
(“When you receive your ratings, they will be out of a total of 45
points. Higher scores indicate more positive ratings. The average
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score across UCR students in similar studies is 25 points. The
items you were rated on are the same items you rated the other
participants on. What do you think the average rating of your
photo will be, out of 45 points?”; M 5 26.40, SD 5 6.92). After
completing this questionnaire, participants were fully debriefed.

Results

Multiple regression analyses revealed a main effect of disposi-
tional optimism, b 5 3.46, SE 5 .90, p 5 .0002, such that more
optimistic participants made higher predictions overall; a main
effect of feedback condition, b 5 22.20, SE 5 1.04, p 5 .036,
such that participants in the delayed-feedback condition made
more optimistic predictions than did participants in the
imminent-feedback condition; but no interaction between dispo-
sitional optimism and condition, b 5 –.92, SE 5 1.82, p 5 .61.

STUDY 9

Participants and Method

Participants (N 5 80; 69% female) were undergraduate students
in the psychology subject pool at the University of Florida. Pro-
cedures were identical to those in Study 8, except that the mea-
sure of dispositional optimism was the LOT-R (including filler
items) rather than the LOT (M 5 3.78, SD 5 .53, a 5 .75), and
the wording of the outcome prediction measure was different
(“What do you think the average rating of your photo will be,
between 1 and 9?”; M 5 5.68, SD 5 1.13).

Results

Multiple regression analyses revealed a main effect of disposi-
tional optimism, b 5 .73, SE 5 .23, p 5 .003, such that more
optimistic participants made higher predictions overall; a main
effect of feedback condition, b 5 –.69, SE 5 .25, p 5 .006, such
that participants in the no-feedback condition made more opti-
mistic predictions than did participants in the imminent-
feedback condition; but no interaction between dispositional
optimism and condition, b 5 .09, SE 5 .47, p 5 .85.

RESULTS SUMMARY

Due to the large number of studies included in this article, we
conclude with a summary of the effects. Table 2 outlines key
study characteristics and presents the individual effect sizes for
each study. To determine whether the average effect size from
our sample of studies was reliably different from zero, we trans-
lated the p-value from each interaction term to an r effect size,
then meta-analyzed the r effect size estimates (Rosenthal, 1991).
Obtaining effect sizes from p-values allowed for the aggregation
of effect size estimates across between- and within-subject
designs. We used a random-effects approach to construct confi-
dence intervals to maximize the generalizability of our findings.

To ensure uniform variance at extreme values of r, we applied
Fisher’s transformation to all r effect size estimates before per-
forming aggregate calculations, then back-translated to r to
report results (Silver & Dunlap, 1987).

Across all studies with a measure of dispositional optimism
(k 5 9), the magnitude of the interaction between dispositional
optimism and proximity to feedback was near zero, with an
average unweighted r of –.009, 95% CI [–.055, .037]. Turning
to studies with a measure of defensive pessimism (k 5 4), the
magnitude of the interaction between defensive pessimism and
proximity to feedback was also quite small and not reliably
different from zero, with an unweighted r of .001, 95% CI
[–.096, .098].

To determine whether variations across studies (e.g., in the
specific measure used, within- vs. between-subjects, sample
size) may have influenced the magnitude of the interaction
between proximity of feedback and our individual difference
variables, we conducted chi-square analyses on the Fisher-
transformed effect sizes to assess whether effect sizes were
homogeneous or heterogeneous across the studies. The chi-
square test of effect sizes for the interaction between disposition-
al optimism and proximity to feedback indicated that the effect
sizes across studies did not vary significantly, v2(8) 5 4.40,
p 5 .83. Likewise, the chi-square test of effect sizes for the inter-
action between defensive pessimism and proximity to feedback
revealed that the effect sizes are homogeneous across the stud-
ies, v2(3) 5 3.18, p 5 .36. These omnibus analyses detect the
presence of any moderator, suggesting that the studies did not
vary in effect size by study setting, sample size, or version of the
dispositional optimism or defensive pessimism measure used.3

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We tested the moderating effect of dispositional future outlooks
on the tendency to brace for the worst across nine studies,
including between- and within-subject designs, lab and field
studies, college students and (relative) adults, and predictions
for professional, social, and intellectual outcomes. Out of 13
interaction effects, none neared statistical significance, and a
meta-analysis of the interaction effect sizes across studies sug-
gests that the moderating role of dispositional optimism and
defensive pessimism is likely near zero. Furthermore, we found
no evidence for methodological moderators of our effect sizes.
That is, there were no statistically significant differences in the
effect sizes between studies that differed in sample size, study
setting (field/longitudinal studies vs. lab/between-subjects
designs), or whether participants completed validated or revised
versions of the individual differences measures. In sum, the ten-
dency to brace seems to be largely consistent across individuals
who otherwise vary in their approach to anticipating and prepar-
ing for future outcomes.

This conclusion stands in contrast to findings regarding situa-
tional variability in bracing. As noted earlier, a recent meta-
analysis concluded that although the tendency to brace is
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generally robust, it also varies across situations and depends on
the methodological characteristics of a given study (Sweeny &
Krizan, 2013). Why might individual variability be more limit-
ed? Although optimism has many benefits as a dispositional
approach to life (Carver et al., 2010) and even as an orientation
toward specific future outcomes (e.g., Sweeny & Andrews,
2014), forgoing optimism at the moment of truth also has many
benefits. This well-timed pessimism carries few emotional costs
if embraced briefly (Sweeny & Shepperd, 2010) and protects
people from the harsh blow of unanticipated bad news (Sweeny
et al., 2016; Sweeny & Shepperd, 2010). Recent evidence fur-
ther suggests that although bracing is associated with distress
over the course of a long waiting period, bracing in the final
days leading up to the point of feedback may reduce disruptive,
repetitive focus on the uncertain outcome (Sweeny et al., 2016).
These benefits of bracing are rooted in the fundamental cogni-
tive experience of expectation violation, which develops in
humans in emotional contexts as early as 4 months (e.g., Rochat,
Striano, & Blatt, 2002). Given bracing’s deep roots in human
cognition, perhaps it is unsurprising that most adults learn to use
this strategy, at least to some extent, to manage their emotional
responses to good and bad news.

As an aside, we would note that our studies generally repli-
cated the effect of dispositional optimism on predictions as a
whole, with people higher in dispositional optimism generally
making more optimistic predictions (seven out of nine main
effects were significant or approaching significance). However,
defensive pessimism was not reliably associated with more pes-
simistic predictions (one out of four main effects was signifi-
cant). Although the latter finding may seem surprising,
defensive pessimism serves its most useful function prior to a
performance, when people retain direct control over their out-
comes (Norem, 2001; Norem & Cantor, 1986). The present
studies examined predictions during a waiting period after a per-
formance is over and one’s fate is sealed, when the motivating
forces marshaled by defensive pessimists can do them little
good.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

Although our investigation was quite thorough in many ways,
several questions remain unanswered. Perhaps most notable, we
focused on two trait-like individual differences that are concep-
tually tied to the phenomenon of bracing; perhaps other traits
moderate this tendency. Earlier studies, albeit each isolated
endeavors, found effects of achievement motivation (Nisan,
1972) and self-esteem (Shepperd et al., 1996) on the tendency to
brace. Further work on bracing should target these and other
individual differences in an effort to replicate those initial find-
ings and to expand this work. Of note, several of the studies pre-
sented here included other individual differences measures (e.g.,
Big Five personality traits, self-efficacy, demographic varia-
bles), but none were present in a sufficient number of studies to
provide a strong test of their moderating role.

In addition, although we made every effort to present a broad
array of study designs and samples, our studies were largely lim-
ited to lab-based, between-subjects designs and undergraduate
samples (seven out of nine studies in both cases), and no study
included an adult sample outside of an academic context. Given
the situational specificity of bracing, it would be ideal to repli-
cate our findings in broader settings and with broader samples.

IMPLICATIONS

Our results are likely to be of particular interest to researchers
who study expectation management processes, but we would
argue that these findings have broader implications for the devel-
opment of strategies to cope with uncertainty. The consistency
across individuals in the tendency to brace even (or perhaps par-
ticularly) in young adulthood may point to a relatively early
developmental process that produces the tendency to brace for
the worst in anticipation of feedback. At the very least, bracing
requires two developmental achievements: imagining a state of
reality other than the present one (i.e., counterfactual thinking),
and recognizing the ability to affect one’s emotions by changing
one’s thoughts. Research suggests that children possess the latter
ability by age 5 (Davis, Levine, Lench, & Quas, 2010) and the
former by age 3 or 4 (e.g., Robinson & Beck, 2000). These find-
ings suggest that the stage is set in early childhood for learning
the contingencies that motivate bracing (more optimistic expect-
ations 5 higher probability of negative emotions), which may
explain why by early adulthood most people readily engage this
emotion regulation strategy.

Viewing our findings through this developmental lens also
reveals individual differences that may be particularly likely to
moderate the tendency to brace, unlike the dispositional differ-
ences in future outlooks we examined in this article. To the
extent that people are dispositionally inclined to engage in coun-
terfactual thinking or dispositionally inclined toward regulating
their emotions by changing their thoughts (i.e., reappraisal),
they may also be particularly inclined to brace for the worst.
Regarding counterfactual thinking, studies have found that peo-
ple high in impulsivity (Schmidt & Van der Linden, 2009), high
in extraversion, and low in openness generate more counterfac-
tual thoughts of various types (Allen, Greenlees, & Jones,
2014). Regarding reappraisal, considerable research has estab-
lished trait-like differences in people’s use of reappraisal as an
emotion regulation strategy (e.g., Gross & John, 2003). Thus,
impulsivity, extraversion, openness, and reappraisal tendencies
are good targets for future research on individual differences in
the tendency to brace.
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Notes

1. The authors had access to 14 additional studies that met the first

two criteria but not the third (i.e., marginal or nonsignificant effect of

feedback proximity). We include only studies with a clear bracing

effect to allow us to proceed to test potential moderators of the effect.

However, the conclusion from these additional studies is identical to

the conclusion presented in this article.

2. Although we present analyses that treat the trait measures as con-

tinuous, we also ran our analyses comparing the top and bottom ter-

tiles of participants on each trait measure. For experimental studies,

we conducted 2 (condition: imminent feedback vs. no feedback) 3 2

(trait: top tertile vs. bottom tertile) ANOVAs for each trait; longitudi-

nal studies used the same analyses but replaced the continuous trait

variables with two-level categorical variables. In no case did an inter-

action term reach significance (all but three ps> .35), consistent with

the results presented here.

3. We also conducted these aggregation analyses including the full

set of 23 studies (the nine presented here plus the 14 studies lacking

a significant effect for bracing; see note 1). Across all studies with a

measure of dispositional optimism (k 5 20), the average unweighted

r was .004, 95% CI [–.02, .027]. In studies with a measure of defen-

sive pessimism (k 5 15), the unweighted r was –.04, 95% CI [–.091,

.012]. Thus, the conclusion (that neither dispositional optimism nor

defensive pessimism reliably moderate bracing) is identical with or

without the inclusion of the additional 14 studies.
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