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Abstract 

 

Japanese are said to value being ordinary and emphasize similarity with others.  We theorized 

that Japanese tend to perceive themselves as being ordinary, so much so that their 

self-predictions about future life events are biased (super-ordinary bias).  Specifically, it was 

expected that Japanese overestimate the likelihood of experiencing common events (such as 

getting married or catching flu) and underestimate the likelihood of experiencing rare events 

(such as winning a lottery or being murdered).  We examined the effects of commonness and 

desirability of future life events on the relative-likelihood estimates.  Our expectation was 

supported by three studies, involving a questionnaire, a lab experiment, and a mail survey.  

Findings are consistent with the assumed tendency to view oneself as being super-ordinary.  

The super-ordinary bias was also found to be independent of unrealistic optimism or 

pessimism. 

 

Keywords; relative-likelihood, probability judgment, self concept, unrealistic optimism, 

Japanese 



SUPER-ORDINARY BIAS AMONG JAPANESE 3

Super-Ordinary Bias in Japanese Self-Predictions of Future Life Events 

Individuals make self-predictions about their future life events and plan their actions 

accordingly.  Lottery tickets will be purchased based upon a wishful prediction that there is a 

good chance to win.  Previous studies have found that self-predictions about one’s future life 

events are influenced by factors such as desirability, controllability, and past experience (for a 

review, see Armor & Taylor, 1998; Harris, 1996).  Individuals tend to predict that: (a) they will 

experience events that are  desirable (e.g., winning a lottery); (b) they will not experience 

negative events that are controllable (e.g., getting divorced a few years after marriage); (c) they 

will experience events that they have experienced in the past (e.g., gaining profit in the stock 

market again). 

Among those factors that influence predictions about one’s future life events, much 

empirical attention has been paid to the effect of the desirability of events (e.g., Weinstein, 

1980).  In North America, it has been repeatedly demonstrated that self-predictions about 

one’s future life events are unrealistically optimistic (e.g., Weinstein, 1980; 1987).  On a group 

basis, people tended to claim their chances of experiencing a positive event are more than 

average or their chances of experiencing a negative event are less than average.  Such 

tendencies indicate that one’s self-predictions about future life events are influenced by the 

valence of the event in a way that makes one unrealistically optimistic.  

Studies on Japanese self-predictions, on the other hand, have provided mixed evidence 

on the effect of desirability. Heine and Lehman (1995) reported both unrealistic pessimism and 

optimism among Japanese. The desirability of the event did not affect Japanese 

self-predictions (Chang, Asakawa, & Sanna, 2001) or it affected Japanese self-predictions in 

the direction of optimism (Yasuda & Sato, 2000).  Such mixed evidence does not warrant any 

definite conclusion on Japanese optimism or pessimism. 

A closer examination of the procedures employed in the previous studies reveals a 

possibility of confounding variable: Almost all events used in the previous studies were rare 

events, such as winning a lottery or becoming an alcoholic. For example, in Heine and Lehman 

(1995), the perceived ratio of people who would experience the events was 24.9% for 

Canadian students and 16.3% for Japanese students1.  Thus, the commonness or rarity of 
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events may have affected self-predictions: Experiencing common events implies one’s being 

ordinary, which is valued in Japan, whereas experiencing rare events implies one’s being 

unique, which is not necessarily valued in Japan.  

The purpose of the present study, therefore, was twofold.  First, we examined the effect 

of desirability of events with the effect of commonness being controlled.  Secondly, and more 

importantly, we attempted to examine the effect of commonness of events as such.  The 

effect of commonness of events has not been examined in the previous studies. Before we 

present our predictions for the effect of commonness, reasoning underlying our expectation will 

be discussed.  

Being Ordinary as a Value in Japanese Culture 

  In North America, it has been established that people value being unique (e.g., Snyder 

& Fromkin, 1980).   In Japanese culture, on the other hand, being unique has not been 

valued as much: Japanese students showed less need for uniqueness than their counterpart in 

the U.S. (Okamoto, 1991).  Rather than claiming uniqueness, Japanese have valued modesty 

in their discourse (e.g., Lebra, 1976) and a social pressure not to stand out has been observed 

in Japan (e.g., White & LeVine, 1986).  Even in a positive direction, standing out is negatively 

sanctioned often in Japanese society, as compared with Western societies.  For example, 

negative emotions toward a higher achiever were more intense among Japanese, as 

compared with Australians (Feather & McKee, 1993).    

Japanese tendency to be modest rather than unique can be considered as a reflection of a 

view of people as fundamentally interrelated with others.  Seeking for personal happiness or 

excellence is less emphasized among East Asians including Japanese, as compared to 

Westerners.  Instead, maintaining harmonious relationships with important others is valued 

and strongly expected (Heine, Lehman, Markus & Kitayama. 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 

Yamaguchi, 1994).  Consequently, Japanese pay more attention to others and emphasize 

similarity with them rather than their differences. In such a cultural milieu, people may well hold 

a belief that being ordinary is safe and also beneficial for their psychological well-beings.  

Actually, almost 80％ of young Japanese (13 to 29 years old) indicated that they would be 

satisfied if their quality of life was at the same level as most others (Tomisawa & Furukawa, 
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1986). 

    National surveys have provided further evidence indicating that Japanese are satisfied 

with being ordinary or average  (Economic Planning Agency of Japan, 1997; Survey on Social 

Structure and Mobility Report, 1988, 1998).  A national survey by the Economic Planning 

Agency of Japan (1997) revealed that over 90 % of Japanese classify themselves into the 

middle level of social stratification.  Not only the poor (whose income was in the bottom 25%) 

rated their social stratification as the middle level, but 84.0 % of the very rich (whose income 

falls in the top 5 %) classified themselves into the middle level （Survey on Social Structure and 

Mobility Report, 1998）.  Collectively, Japanese tend to claim they are ordinary in the sense 

that they are similar to the average person.  These results indicate that Japanese perception 

about their social-economic status is biased toward the middle.      

Super-ordinary Bias in Self-Predictions of Future Life Events 

Not only do Japanese people expect that they are ordinary, they may overestimate their 

ordinariness.  Because being ordinary is valued in Japanese cultural milieu, Japanese people 

may well pursue to achieve a desirable state of being ordinary to the extent that they hold an 

exaggerated sense of being ordinary. Thus, we assumed that Japanese may hold a notion that 

they are extremely ordinary and thus they may overestimate their ordinariness.  In the 

self-predictions of future life events, such a notion would lead people to expect that they are 

more likely to experience common events than rare events, relative to the average person.  

Such tendency would be termed super-ordinary bias, because it cannot be justifiable on 

normative grounds: If people make normative self-predictions about their future life events, 

their self-predictions in comparison with the average person will not be affected by the 

commonness of events.  Thus, the present study addresses the possibility that commonness 

of events may affect self-predictions in Japan, such that people as a whole expect to 

experience common events more than rare events, relative to the average person.   

Our hypotheses about Japanese self-predictions of future life events were as follows: 

Hypothesis 1. (Super-ordinary bias) 

Japanese would predict that they are more likely to experience common events than rare 

events relative to the average person, regardless of the desirability of events.    
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We expected that there will be individual differences in the super-ordinary bias, such that 

those with higher sense of being ordinary tend to show a greater bias.   

Hypothesis 2. (Individual difference) 

There is a positive relationship between one’s self-perception as being ordinary and the 

amount of one’s super-ordinary bias. 

The two hypotheses were tested in three studies.  As stated above, we expected that 

individuals’ self-predictions would be affected by the commonness of events as well as their 

self-perception as being ordinary.  In addition, the effect of desirability was examined, 

because this variable is relevant to unrealistic optimism or pessimism among Japanese.  

Study 1 examined female college students’ self-predictions about their future life events as 

compared with the average female college student, by using a questionnaire.  Study 2 

replicated Study 1 in a laboratory setting.  Study 3 examined the generalizability of results 

obtained in Study 1 and 2 using a random sample of adults.  

Study 1 

The main purpose of Study 1 was to test our two hypotheses by examining the effects of 

commonness and desirability of events.  In addition, perceived controllability of events was 

included as a factor, because it may influence individuals’ self-predictions about future life 

events. North Americans and Europeans have been found to underestimate the likelihood of 

experiencing undesirable events compared with the average person as their controllability 

increases (see Harris, 1996, for a review), although Heine and Lehman (1995) showed that 

controllability of the events was unrelated to Japanese self-predictions of future life events.   

Method 

        Respondents.  Respondents were 110 female students enrolled in an introductory 

psychology course at a women’s junior college in Tokyo.  They were asked to fill out a 

questionnaire at a class.   

        Materials.  The questionnaire contained 40 life events that people may experience in 

the future.  The events were selected from a pool of events obtained in a preliminary survey.  

In the preliminary survey, 79 female junior-college students2 were first asked to list five 
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potential future life events for each of four kinds of events: 2 (rare vs. common) x 2 (desirable 

vs. undesirable).  Then, for each event, they were asked to estimate the percentage of junior 

college students who would experience those events.  The 40 events were selected from the 

list of events based upon two criteria: (a) it should be frequently mentioned by the students; (b) 

there should be an agreement among the respondents about the estimated proportion of 

people who would experience them.  However, three events (i.e., being satisfied with a job, 

getting a good job before graduation, and having nice colleagues) turned out to be perceived 

neither as common nor rare.  Thus, they were dropped from further analyses, as will be 

explained later.  The remaining 37 events are presented in Appendix.  

For each event, the respondents’ self-prediction was measured by asking, “What 

would be the probability that you may experience each of the following events in comparison 

with the average student at your college?”  The respondents were to provide their answer on 

a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (lowest) to 8 (highest).  Each respondent gave a 

self-prediction regarding the 40 life events, which were randomized for each respondent.   

The respondent’s perceptions about commonness, desirability, and controllability of each 

event were also measured.  The respondents were asked to estimate:(a) the perceived 

proportion of students in their college who would experience each event in percentage; (b) how 

much they would like to experience each of the following events on a 6-point Likert scale, 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much); (c) to what extent they think people’s efforts can 

influence whether or not they experience each event on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 

(not at all) to 6 (absolutely).   

      Finally, the respondents were asked to answer questions on their self-perception as an 

ordinary person.  Specifically, the respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they 

perceive themselves as an average student, an average woman, an ordinary female college 

student, and being similar to others on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (fully describe me) 

to 5 (does not describe me at all). 

Results and Discussion 

Commonness, desirability, and controllability 

     As stated earlier, three events were perceived as neither common nor rare: the 
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respondents estimated that 40-50% of people would experience those events.  Thus, the data 

concerning the three events were not included in the subsequent analyses.   

     The relative-likelihood estimates were averaged over each kind of events to yield the mean estimated 

likelihood score (Cronbach’s α for the four conditions ranged from .63 to .84).  As expected from Hypothesis 

1, the respondents predicted that they were less likely, relative to the average person, to experience rare 

events than common in both desirable and undesirable conditions (Figure 1).  It can be also seen in this 

figure that people predict desirable events than undesirable events, indicating optimistic tendency in 

self-predictions of future life events.  

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

For an over-all analysis, a multiple regression was used instead of an analysis of 

variance for two reasons: (a) the commonness of events and desirability of events were not 

manipulated independently; (b) the perceived commonness and desirability as well as 

perceived controllability were measured as continuous variables rather than discrete variables.  

Specifically, a Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM; Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) was used because 

all the variables were measured within-subjects.  HLM is a multilevel regression technique 

that permits simultaneous analysis of within-subjects and between-subjects sources of 

variance.  In the present case, the results can be interpreted essentially the same way as a 

one-way ANOVA with random effects (see the note for Table 1).  For the HLM analysis, all the 

variables were standardized, with the grand mean being set to 0 and its standard deviation 

being set to 1.  As presented in Table 1, the results indicated that the commonness of events 

as well as the desirability of the events is a positive predictor of the estimated 

relative-likelihood of experiencing events3.  This result indicates: (a) that the participants 

tended to predict that they are more likely to experience the common events than the rare 

events and the desirable events than the undesirable events; (b) that the participants’ 

self-predictions of future events were not affected by their perceived controllability over the 

events.   

----------------------------- 
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Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Thus, the respondents showed super-ordinary bias in predicting their future life events, 

supporting Hypothesis 1.  In addition, unrealistic optimism was found.  On the other hand, no 

effect of perceived control was found, indicating that perceived controllability of events are not 

related to one’s self-predictions of future events.  

Individual difference in ordinariness   

The respondent’s self-perception of ordinariness was assessed by four questions.  A 

composite score of ordinariness was formed by summing the answer to those questions, 

because the respondent’s answer to the four questions were positively correlated (α = .76, 

average rs = .46).  As an index of super-ordinary bias, the mean estimate of relative-likelihood 

for the rare events was subtracted from that for the common events.  Because the 

relative-likelihood of experiencing the common events and the rare events do not differ 

normatively, the difference between the two indicate the degree of super-ordinary bias in the 

direction of overestimating the relative-likelihood of common events, with the greater difference 

indicating the greater super-ordinary bias.  There was a positive relationship between the 

ordinariness score and the amount of super-ordinary bias, r (109) = .44, p <.001, indicating that 

the perceived self-ordinariness is positively related to the amount of super-ordinary bias.  This 

result supports Hypothesis 2. 

      The results were consistent with our hypotheses.  The commonness of potential 

future life events was positively associated with one’s self-predictions for experiencing those 

events in the future, although Study 1 did not allow us to test whether the relative judgment 

differed significantly from “the average person.”  The participants tended to predict that they 

were more likely to experience common events than rare events relative to the average student, 

regardless of the desirability of events. It was also confirmed that those respondents who 

viewed themselves as being ordinary were more likely to be influenced by the commonness of 

events in their self-prediction of future life events.  Moreover, a hierarchical multiple 

regression analysis revealed that the desirability of events has a positive predictive value on 

the estimated relative-likelihood among Japanese, in addition to the commonness of the events.  
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This result indicates that Japanese self-predictions of future life events are unrealistically 

optimistic as well as biased toward ordinariness.  Because of the correlational nature of Study 

1, it remains to be seen whether the commonness of events has a causal effect on the 

self-predictions of future life events.  

Study 2 

Study 2 was a conceptual replication of Study 1 in a laboratory setting.  It was 

designed to examine independent effects of the commonness and desirability of an event on 

one’s self-prediction about future experience, which was measured by the estimated likelihood 

of experiencing an event relative to the average person.  For this purpose, desirability and 

commonness of the event were manipulated independently.  Specifically, we constructed a 

situation in which participants could be assigned to experience either a desirable event or an 

undesirable event, with the commonness of the event being manipulated independently of its 

desirability.   

Method 

Overview 

 Undergraduate students were asked to take part in a study on “task achievement 

processes.” Participants were first asked to complete a questionnaire about themselves 

ostensibly for another study.  Actually, the questionnaire measured how much the participants 

view themselves as being ordinary.  Then, the participants were asked to work on a task in 

two conditions: the desirable event condition and undesirable event condition.  The 

participants were told that they could be assigned to a desirable situation in the desirable 

condition, whereas they could be assigned to an undesirable situation in the undesirable 

condition, both depending on the result of a lottery drawing.  The commonness of the event 

was manipulated by the number of ‘hit’ and ‘blank’ cards.  In the common condition, the lottery 

involved nine ‘hit’ cards and four ‘blank’ cards, whereas the number of ‘hit’ and ‘blank’ cards 

was reversed in the rare condition.  Those cards were shown to the participants before they 

drew a card, so that the participants could recognize which event is more likely.  If the 

participants drew a ‘blank’ card, they were assigned to a neutral situation in which they were 

not given the reward or the bitter drink, as the case may be.  Thus, there were two 
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independent variables, desirability of event and commonness of event.  The former variable 

was manipulated within-subjects and the latter was between-subjects.  The participants’ 

estimate of the likelihood of being assigned to the desirable or undesirable situation relative to 

the average student was measured as an index of their self-predictions about their experience 

in the experiment.     

     Participants.  Forty-eight undergraduate students (25 males and 23 females) at the 

University of Tokyo participated in the experiment.  They participated in the experiment 

voluntarily and were given a pen at the end of the experiment as a reward for their 

participation.  

     Procedure.   The participants took part in a study on “task achievement processes.”  

Arriving at the laboratory, the participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire about their 

self-perception, which included an item tapping on how much they view themselves as being 

ordinary.  Specifically, they were asked how much they agree on the statement that “I am a 

typical student of this university” on a 5-point scale.  It was explained that the questionnaire 

was a part of another study.  The self-perception questionnaire included filler items.   

       Then, the participants were told that the purpose of the study was to examine their 

task-achieving strategy and emotional responses.  The participants were told that they were to 

perform two tasks in two conditions: the desirable event and undesirable event conditions.  In 

the desirable event condition, the participants could be rewarded for working on a task, which 

was different from that for the desirable events condition. The participants were to be given 

book coupons worth 2000 yen (US$16) before they work on a task.  On the other hand, in the 

undesirable event condition, the participants could be required to take a bitter drink every time 

they made a mistake on a task.  In both conditions, it was explained further that the 

assignment to the desirable or undesirable situation (as the case may be) depends on the 

result of a lottery.  Then, the experimenter told the participants that they were going to draw a 

card that would determine if they would be rewarded (in the desirable event condition) or 

required to take a bitter drink (in the undesirable event condition).   

     The commonness of the event was manipulated at this point.  Half of the participants 

were assigned to the common event condition, in which 9 out of 13 cards were ‘hit.’  In this 
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condition, being assigned to the desirable or undesirable situation was more common than 

otherwise.  The other half of the participants were assigned to the rare event condition, in 

which the number of ‘hit’ and ‘blank’ cards were reversed.  Thus, in this condition, being 

assigned to the desirable or undesirable situation was rarer than otherwise.  The participants 

knew that the desirable or undesirable event was common or rare, because the experimenter 

showed the set of cards4 to the participants before they drew a card.  The commonness of the 

event was a between-subjects variable. 

The participants drew a card from each of two sets of cards: One was for the desirable 

event condition, and the other was for the undesirable event condition. The order of the two 

conditions was counter-balanced across the participants.  Then, before reading the drawn 

card, they were asked to estimate the relative-likelihood of experiencing the event in question.  

They were asked to answer a question, “What would be the probability that you may 

experience the event in comparison with the average participant?” on a 7-point scale, ranging 

from 1 (lower) to 7 (higher) with the midpoint labeled ‘the same as the average person.’  This 

measure served as the index of the participant’s self-predictions of future experience.  

Desirability, controllability, and perceived commonness of the event were also measured for 

manipulation checks.  

       The participants were not asked to perform any task actually.  When the participants 

finished indicating the estimated relative-likelihood on two tasks, they were informed that the 

experiment was completed.  Then they filled out a post-experiment questionnaire, in which 

they were probed for suspicion and understanding of basic information, thoroughly debriefed, 

thanked, and dismissed.   

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks 

Six participants answered that they wanted to experience the undesirable event and four 

participants showed a suspicion about the cover story.  In addition, one participant indicated 

that he/she did not look at the cards carefully.  Thus, the data from those participants were 

discarded. Consequently, data from 43 participants in the desirable condition and 41 

participants in the undesirable condition were analyzed.   
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The participants in the common event condition answered that they are more likely to be 

assigned to the reward situation or the unpleasant situation (M = 61.00, SD = 11.09, and M = 

66.46, SD = 9.83, respectively) than those in the rare event condition (M = 35.00, SD =11.43 

and M =35.59, SD = 9.66, respectively), t (42) = 7.60, p < .0001 and t (39) = 9.97, p < .0001, 

respectively.  Also, neither the perceived desirability nor the perceived controllability of the 

events differed significantly between the rare event condition and the common event condition, 

ts (42)< 1, ns. Thus, the commonness of the events was manipulated successfully, 

independent of the perceived desirability and perceived controllability of the events. 

The effects of the commonness and desirability of the event  

The mean estimated relative-likelihood score for each condition is shown in Figure 2.  

As can be seen in this figure, for both desirable and undesirable events, participants predicted 

that they were more likely to experience the common event than the rare event, in comparison 

with the average student of the university, replicating the results of Study 1.  

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------ 

For statistical analyses, the data were collapsed over gender, because a preliminary 

analysis yielded no significant main effect for gender or interaction effects involving gender.  A 

2 (desirability) x 2 (commonness) ANOVA revealed that the main effect for Commonness was 

significant, F (1, 39) = 16.12, p < .001, η2 = .29, whereas the main effect for Desirability was 

marginally significant, F (1, 39) = 4.04, p < .06, η2 = .09.  There was no interaction effect, F 

(1, 39) = 1.13, ns, η2 = .03.  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported again.  Unrealistic optimism 

found in Study 1, on the other hand, was not replicated.  Rather, the reverse tendency to 

predict the undesirable event was found. 

Compared to the average student at the university, the respondents predicted that they 

were less likely to experience both rare desirable and rare undesirable events, t (18) = -3.99, p 

<. 0001, d = .91, and, t (16) = -2.95, p <. 001, d = .72, respectively.  For the common events, 

the respondents predicted that they were more likely to experience the undesirable events than 

the average student, t (23) = 2.84, p <. 001, d = .58.  However, when it comes to the common 
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desirable event, the tendency to predict the common event rather than the rare event was not 

significant, t (24) = .97, ns, d = .20.  

In all, these findings indicate that the self-predictions of future events are unduly 

influenced by the commonness of events.  The super-ordinary bias in Study 1 was replicated 

successfully.  In addition, a stronger form of super-ordinary bias was found: the participants 

predicted that they are more likely than the average student to experience the common 

undesirable event and less likely than the average student to experience the rare event.      

Individual difference in ordinariness    

We expected that the self-perception as being ordinary is positively related to the amount 

of super-ordinary bias in self-predictions, which was measured by one’s estimate of 

relative-likelihood of being assigned to the desirable or undesirable situation.  An index of 

super-ordinary bias was calculated as in Study 1: the mean estimate of relative-likelihood for 

the rare events was subtracted from that for the common events.  A significant correlation 

between the degree to which the respondents viewed themselves as ordinary and the index of 

super-ordinary bias was found , r (42) = .57, p <. 05, thus supporting Hypothesis 2 again.  

In all, the findings obtained in the questionnaire study (Study 1) were essentially 

replicated in the laboratory experiment (Study 2).  The generalizability of the phenomenon 

was examined in Study 3, using randomly sampled adults.  

Study 3 

       The generalizability of the previous studies was examined with randomly sampled 

adults in this study.  As in Study 1 and 2, they were asked to answer their self-predictions 

about their future experiences, as compared with the average person.  Four types of events 

were used: 2 (common vs. rare) x 2 (desirable vs. undesirable).  The effects of the 

commonness and desirability of events upon respondents’ self-predictions of future events 

relative to the average person were examined.  

Method 

Procedure and Respondents 

Respondents were adult residents in Kashiwa city, which is a large bedroom community 

in the greater Tokyo metropolitan area.  A questionnaire was mailed to 1000 individuals, who 
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were randomly sampled from a poll book using a two-stage sampling method. Their age 

ranged from 25 to 69. Altogether 423 respondents returned the questionnaire.  Data from five 

respondents were not usable because family members other than the designated respondent 

answered the questions5.  Thus, the final response rate was 42.09％ .  In addition, we 

excluded questionnaires in which more than half of the questions were left unanswered.  

Consequently, data from 413 respondents, or 41.3% of the sample, were analyzed.  The 

average age of those respondents was 46 years.  Slightly less than half of them were male 

(46 % male and 54% female).  

Materials 

     The questionnaire included ten potential life events.  The potential life events were 

chosen from a larger sample based upon a result of a preliminary survey.  Specifically, 16 

events were selected from a set of events that were used in the preliminary survey for Study 1.  

Then, we asked 21 adults to rate the commonness and desirability of each event.  Finally, we 

selected five events that all of them regarded as desirable and five events that all of them 

regarded as undesirable.  

The estimated relative-likelihood of experiencing each event was measured in the 

questionnaire packet.  Respondents were asked, “What would be the probability that you may 

experience each of the following events in comparison with the average person with the same 

gender and the same generation?”  They provided answers on a Likert-type scale, ranging 

from 1 (lower) to 5 (higher) with the mid-point being labeled the same as the average person.  

The order of the events was randomized for each respondent.  Respondents gave their 

responses to all the events.  Five desirable events (win a fortune by a lottery, receive a small 

amount of money, be kindly treated, live a peaceful life, get my achievement into a newspaper) 

and five undesirable events (my house catches on a fire, commit a serious crime, lose an 

umbrella, get a flu, to be fired) were used. 

In addition, we asked about their perceived commonness of each event to check the  

validity of our classification of events.  We asked  “How often do you think each of the 

following events would happen in general?” on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1 (rare) to 4 

(common). 
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        The respondents were also asked to complete a section labeled “Questions about 

yourself” in the latter part of the questionnaire packet.  The respondents were asked to 

indicate the extent to which they perceived themselves as a common and unique person.  

These questions assessed the degree to which the respondents perceived themselves as 

being ordinary.  The ratings were given on a 4-point scale.  This section included some other 

items regarding self-perceptions, which are irrelevant to this study and will not be reported. 

         We also asked about demographic information such as the respondent’s year of birth, 

and gender.  The questionnaire was included within a longer survey, which includes questions 

on other topics, such as communication, friends-relationship, and gender stereotypes.    

Results and Discussion 

Perceived commonness of the events 

The perceived commonness of each event was measured to check on the validity of the 

initial classification of the events.  Because large individual differences in the perceived 

commonness of the events were found, we decided to reclassify all the events in accordance 

with each respondent’s perception for each event. Specifically, events perceived by a 

respondent as “rare” or “somewhat rare” were reclassified as rare events for the respondent, 

whereas events perceived as “common” or “somewhat common” were classified as common 

events for the respondent.  As a result, the number of common events and rare events was 

not constant among respondents.  After the reclassification, the average number of the 

common desirable events per respondent was 1.87, and that of the common undesirable 

events was 2.11.  The average number of the rare desirable events per respondent was 3.13, 

and that of the rare undesirable events was 2.89. 

There were respondents who regarded all the five desirable events as common or rare, 

or regarded all the five undesirable events as common or rare (N = 92).  The data from those 

respondents were discarded.  Consequently, data from 321 respondents, or 32.1% of the 

sample, were used in the following analyses. 

The effect of the commonness of events 

     The mean estimated relative-likelihood score for each type of events is shown in Figure 3.   

As can be seen in this figure, the participants predicted that they would be more likely to 
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experience the common events than the rare events, as compared with the average person. 

The estimated relative-likelihood score was subjected to a 2 x 2 x 2 (Commonness x 

Desirability x Gender) mixed analysis of covariance (ANACOVA), with Age serving as the 

covariate and with Commonness and Desirability serving as repeated measures. Because the 

sample size is rather large, we set a more stringent alpha level (i.e., .01) for this analysis. The 

ANACOVA yielded a significant main effect only for Commonness and Desirability, F (1, 310) = 

370.05, p < .0001, η2 = .54, and F (1, 310) = 13.58, p < .001, η2 = .04, respectively.  This 

result indicates that the respondents tended to predict that: (a) they were more likely to 

experience the common events than the rare events, relative to the average person; (b) they 

were more likely to experience the desirable events than the undesirable events, relative to the 

average person.   

----------------------------- 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

------------------------------ 

The significant main effects for Commonness and Desirability, however, were qualified by 

interaction effects.  First, the Commonness x Desirability interaction effect was significant, F 

(1, 310) = 119.22, p <. 0001, η2 = .28.  For desirable events, the relative-likelihood was 

perceived higher for the common events than for the rare events, t (357) = 18.85, p <. 0001, d 

= 1.43, whereas the effect of the commonness of the events was not significant for undesirable 

events, t (382) = 1.49, ns, d =.28.  Second, the effect of Age as well as the Age x Desirability 

interaction effect was significant, F (1, 310) = 7.99, p < .01, η2 = .03、F (1, 310) = 7.38, p < .01, 

η2 = .02, respectively.  This result indicates that older people predicted that they were more 

likely to experience the listed events, whereas such a tendency varied with the desirability of 

the events.  More specifically, older respondents tended to predict the undesirable events as 

more likely, r (339) = .10, p <.06.  Age was not directly related to one’s prediction about the 

desirable events.   

Compared with the average person, for the rare events, the respondents predicted that 

they were less likely to experience both desirable and undesirable events, t (391) = -38.59, p <. 
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0001, d = 1.96, and, t (386) = -34.16, p<. 0001, d = 1.74, respectively.  On the other hand, the 

respondents predicted that they were more likely to experience the common desirable events 

than the average person, t (368) = 5.59, p<. 0001, d = .29. They predicted, however, that they 

were less likely to experience undesirable common events than the average person, t (352) = 

-5.81, p<. 0001, d = .31.   

In all, Hypothesis 1 was supported again, because the respondents’ self-predictions about 

their future experiences were biased by the perceived commonness of the events.  A stronger 

form of the super-ordinary bias was found for the rare events and the common desirable 

events.  Also, unrealistic optimism was found as in Study 1. 

Individual differences in ordinariness 

We expected that those who view themselves as being ordinary would be influenced by 

the commonness of events to a greater extent when they estimate the relative-likelihood of 

experiencing events (Hypothesis 2).  The questionnaire included two items to measure the 

extent to which the respondents viewed themselves as being ordinary. These items were 

combined to yield a single index, because they were significantly correlated, r (412) = -.22, p <. 

0001.  It was found that those who viewed themselves as being ordinary were influenced 

more by the commonness of the events, than those who did not, when they estimated their 

relative-likelihood, r (312) =.14 , p <.01.  Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported again. 

       General Discussion 

Our two hypotheses were supported.  Three studies, involving randomly sampled 

adults as well as college students, demonstrated that individuals predict that they are more 

likely to experience common events than rare events relative to the average person, regardless 

of the desirability of events.  This phenomenon was named super-ordinary bias, because such 

biased self-predictions of future events appear to be based upon an assumption that one has 

an ordinary attribute excessively.   The super-ordinary bias appears to be robust, because it 

was replicated with three different samples (i.e., female junior college students, students at a 

top-level university, and randomly sampled adults), using three different methods (i.e., a 

questionnaire study, a laboratory experiment, and a mail survey).  An even stronger form of a 

super-ordinary bias, which refers to a biased prediction that one is more likely to experience 
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common events and less likely to experience rare events than the average person, was found 

in Study 2 and 3.  For rare events, this bias was replicated in Study 2 and 3, whereas for 

common events the bias was not consistently observed.  

As expected, self-perceptions about one’s ordinariness were related to the 

super-ordinary bias.  Individuals who view themselves as more ordinary tended to show a 

greater super-ordinary bias in self-predictions of future events.  This individual difference also 

is a robust phenomenon replicated throughout the three studies. 

       An obvious alternative interpretation against the super-ordinary bias can be derived 

from the fact that one’s estimate of relative-likelihood was measured with only one item, “What 

would be the probability that you may experience each of the following events in comparison with 

the average person?”  It might be that people did not make a comparison with the average 

person but they were only concerned with themselves.  That is, the participants in the present 

studies might have not compared the likelihood of experiencing events with that for the 

average person.  Rather, they might have just answered how likely they are to experience 

each event.  This alternative interpretation needs to be tested in future studies.  

As to the Japanese optimism or pessimism, the present studies did not provide 

consistent results.  Unrealistic optimism was found in Study 1 and 3, whereas unrealistic 

pessimism was found in Study 2.  As we pointed out in the introduction, the desirability of 

events and the commonness of events were confounded in the previous studies.  In the 

present studies, the effects of desirability and commonness were manipulated most stringently 

in Study 2, in which the desirability and commonness of events were independently 

manipulated.  From the present perspective that the commonness of events plays an 

important role in determining one’s self-predictions about future events, therefore, Study 2 can 

be seen to provide most reliable findings.  If so, it would be concluded that Japanese are 

unrealistically pessimistic.  On the other hand, however, it should be noted that the 

demographic background of the participants were different across the three studies.  Thus, a 

definite conclusion cannot be drawn from the present studies regarding the Japanese optimism 

or pessimism in their self-predictions of future events. 

Limitations 
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      As a demonstration of the super-ordinary bias, the present studies are limited in some 

respects.  First, the assumed underlying psychological process was not tested explicitly in the 

present studies.  It was theorized that Japanese hold a notion that they are extremely ordinary 

and overestimate their ordinariness.  However, this assumption was not tested directly.  

Second, empirical evidence was provided only for the participants’ self-predictions of future 

events.  The super-ordinary bias must affect individual’s behavior in various ways.  For 

example, individuals may be biased in risk-taking behavior as well.  Such possibility needs to 

be examined in future research.  Third, the generalizability of the super-ordinary bias remains 

open.  Although it was reasoned that the bias is rooted in Japanese cultural milieu, there 

remains a possibility that people in other cultures show a similar bias, because being ordinary 

may be valued in any culture at least to some extent.  Future research needs to examine 

generalizability of this bias across cultures.   

Conclusion 

The most important contribution of the present studies would be that they 

demonstrated another bias in self-predictions of future life events.  The super-ordinary bias, 

which is concerned with the commonness of events, is independent of unrealistic optimism or 

pessimism, which is concerned with the desirability of events.  It would be interesting to 

examine the existence of this bias in a broader area of social perception as well as its 

prevalence across cultures in future research.          
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Table 1 

Unconditional Within-Individual Hierarchical Linear Modeling for Estimating Events 

Characteristics on Relative-likelihood Estimates 

         Effect            Coefficient  Variance     

Fixed 

Individual M, γ00                  -.00  

Commonness and relative-likelihood slope M, γ10    .55*** 

Desirability and relative-likelihood slope M, γ20       .22*** 

Controllability and relative-likelihood slope M, γ30     -.01 

Random 

Individual M, u0j                                            .04*** 

Commonness and relative-likelihood slope, u1j           .04*** 

Desirability and relative-likelihood slope, u2j            .06*** 

Controllability and relative-likelihood slope M, γ30          .00 

Residual, σ2        .45***       

 

Note. Yij =β0j+β1j (Commonness of events)+β2j (Desirability of events) +β3j (Controllability of 

events) + error.  β0j = γ00 +u0j.  β1j= γ10 +u1j. β2j= γ20 +u2j. β3j= γ30 +u3j.  All results are 

reported in terms of standardized score coefficients. 

***  p < .0001 
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Figure Captions 

 

Figure 1. Estimated Relative-likelihood of Experiencing Future Life Events (Study 1) 

 

Note. Estimated Relative-likelihood was measured on an 8-point scale. Higher scores indicate 

respondents answered that they are more likely to experience events than the average person.  

Vertical lines depict standard errors of the means.    

 

 

Figure 2.  Estimated Relative-likelihood of Experiencing the Event (Study 2) 

 

Note.  Estimated Relative-likelihood was measured on a 7-point scale.  Higher scores 

indicate participants answered that they are more likely to experience events than the average 

student.  Vertical lines depict standard errors of the means.    

 

Figure 3. Estimated Relative-likelihood of Experiencing Future Life Events (Study 3) 

 

Note.  Estimated Relative-likelihood was measured on a 5-point scale. Higher scores indicate 

respondents answered that they are more likely to experience events than the average person.  

Vertical lines depict standard errors of the means.    
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Appendix 1 

Events Used in Study 1 

Rare events  

Desirable 

becoming very rich 

marrying a good-looking man 

being liked by everyone 

becoming very famous  

winning in gambling 

winning a lottery 

receiving a big amount of money 

receiving greater than 200,000 yen as a starting salary 

Undesirable 

losing a big amount of money 

being a victim of terrorism 

house catching on fire 

having a heart attack before forty 

being murdered    

being fired 

having a venereal disease 

getting divorced 

being injured in a car accident 

having an incurable disease 

getting divorced within 5 years after marriage 

committing suicide 

getting lung cancer 
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Common events  

Desirable 

living a peaceful life when old 

having a happy marriage 

having a child 

eating delicious food 

having a economically stable life  

having good friends 

receiving a small amount of money 

all family members living healthy 

getting married and have a happy family 

living long 

owning a house 

Undesirable 

tripping / falling down 

disappointment in love (losing love) 

dropping or losing a key to the house 

being a victim of a molester 

dropping or losing a wallet 
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1 Chang et al. (2001) have recognized problems associated with using events that rarely 

happen and thus are difficult to imagine.  They used events that people commonly experience 

and can easily think about.  Unfortunately, however, due to their introduction of a time frame 

(they asked the relative-likelihood that common events would occur over the next 2 months), 

more than half of their participants did not experience the supposedly common events, such as 

fail a test, try to learn a new skill.  Thus, the events used in their study turned out to be rare as 

well.   

2 They were from a different class in the same college as the participants of Study 1. 

3 We conducted a HLM analysis for the desirable events and the undesirable events separately, 

because the relationship between the perceived controllability and the estimated 

relative-likelihood of events may depend on the valence of the events.  The results indicated 

that their perceived controllability over the events did not affect the participants’ self-predictions 

of future events significantly ( estimated |βs | < .03) .  

4 The experimenter did not give participants enough time to count the number of the card. 

5 We decided that another member should have filled out a questionnaire when one’s gender or 

age on the questionnaire was different from the record on the poll book. 
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