:' frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Social Psychology

‘ @ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Guy ltzchakov,
University of Haifa, Israel

REVIEWED BY

Kevin Lanning,

Florida Atlantic University, United States
Mirra Noor Milla,

University of Indonesia, Indonesia

*CORRESPONDENCE
Dale T. Miller
dtmiller@stanford.edu

RECEIVED 18 July 2023
ACCEPTED 15 September 2023
PUBLISHED 16 October 2023

CITATION

Miller DT (2023) A century of pluralistic
ignorance: what we have learned about its
origins, forms, and consequences.

Front. Soc. Psychol. 1:1260896.

doi: 10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896

COPYRIGHT

© 2023 Miller. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is
permitted, provided the original author(s) and
the copyright owner(s) are credited and that
the original publication in this journal is cited, in
accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is
permitted which does not comply with these
terms.

Frontiers in Social Psychology

TYPE Review
PUBLISHED 16 October 2023
pol 10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896

A century of pluralistic ignorance:
what we have learned about its
origins, forms, and consequences

Dale T. Miller*

Graduate School of Business, Knight Management Building, Stanford, CA, United States

The concept of pluralistic ignorance was introduced a century ago by social
psychologist, Floyd Allport. It has been broadly applied in the social sciences,
including psychology, sociology, political science, and economics. Pluralistic
ignorance is a situation in which group members systematically misestimate their
peers’ attitudes, feelings, and private behaviors. This paper reviews the range of
phenomena that pluralistic ignorance has been invoked to explain, the different
accounts that have been offered for its emergence, and the various techniques that
have been employed to dispel it. It distinguishes between micro and macro variants
of pluralistic ignorance and discusses the challenges involved in generating a
theory that encompasses both variants.
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1. Introduction

The concept of pluralistic ignorance has a long past but a short history, to use
Hermann Ebbinghaus’ (1908) phrase. Floyd Allport coined the term 100 years ago (Allport,
1924; Katz and Allport, 1931). For many years thereafter it received scant theoretical
or empirical attention, attested to by the term’s meager 13 entries in Psychlnfo’s data
base in the 5 decades following its coinage, a number surpassed in the year 2022 alone.
Pluralistic ignorance is a situation where the plurality (group) is ignorant of (misperceives)
itself—its beliefs, perceptions, and practices. The group experiencing pluralistic ignorance
is not actually ignorant in the sense of being unsure as to where it stands but is rather
confidently mistaken as to where it stands (O’Gorman, 1986). Alternative descriptions of
the phenomenon include second-order misperceptions of first-order beliefs (Bicchieri, 20165
Schwenkenbecher, 2022) and collective misperceptions (Miller and Prentice, 1994; Grant
et al., 2009). Familiar illustrations are circumstances where “no one believes, but everyone
believes that everyone else believes” (Katz and Schanck, 1938) and in which “no one is
certain, but everyone is certain that everyone else is certain” (Miller and McFarland, 1987).

Despite being a common citation for pluralistic ignorance, Allport (1924) Social
Psychology did not mention the term; that awaited his 1931 book co-authored with his
student, Daniel Katz (Katz and Allport, 1931). What Allport did discuss in his earlier
tome was the “illusion of universality of opinions.” He traced this “illusion,” which he later
renamed pluralistic ignorance, to two facts: (1) social life depends on individuals having
knowledge of their peers” habitual feelings and practices, and (2) individuals must infer this
knowledge from limited and thus potentially misleading information.

Pluralistic ignorance is a group-level phenomenon: Individuals cannot be pluralistically
ignorant, only groups can (Sargent and Newman, 2021). This claim does not assume that
groups have a material reality distinct from that of their constituent members. It simply
means that for pluralistic ignorance to exist, it requires more than individual group members

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-10-16
mailto:dtmiller@stanford.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/social-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Miller

misperceiving the position of their peers; their misperceptions must
be shared, that is a collective error in impressions of their peers
(Miller and Prentice, 1994; Kitts, 2003).

The collective and systematic nature of the misperceptions
that characterize pluralistic ignorance contrasts to the relative,
individual-based judgments that constitute the false consensus
effect, the tendency of people to assume that others’ beliefs,
behaviors, or feelings are more like their own than is the case
(Marks and Miller, 1987). The propensity to assimilate estimates
of others’ attitudes, feelings, and private behavior to those of
one’s own does not yield collective errors, as these individual
judgments at the collective level are self-canceling. Whereas the
false consensus effect is defined by a positive correlation between
the attribute ratings of the self and others, pluralistic ignorance
is defined by a mean difference between group members’ actual
attributes and their perceptions of the group members’ standing
on those attributes.! For this reason, pluralistic ignorance and
false consensus are neither conceptually nor empirically mutually
exclusive and can comfortably co-occur (e.g., Prentice and Miller,
1993; Monin and Norton, 2003; Leviston et al., 2013). For example,
the estimates that pro-choice and pro-life proponents’ make of
the strength of their fellow partisans’ commitment to their shared
position could systematically over- or-underestimate the strength
of that commitment (pluralistic ignorance) yet positively correlate
with their self-descriptions (false consensus).

A second phenomena often linked to pluralistic ignorance is
the false uniqueness effect (Chambers, 2008). The false uniqueness
effect, like pluralistic ignorance, is usually defined as a mean
difference between judgments of the self and others rather than
a correlation between them, in this case a negative one (Suls and
Wan, 1987). However, customarily the term false uniqueness refers
to the tendency to see oneself as superior on positive attributes
(e.g., driving ability, honesty) to the general population (the average
person) rather than members of a particular group (Goethals et al.,
1991). Further, typically neither the origins nor the consequences
of effects characterized as instances of false uniqueness are linked to
group dynamics, as is the case with pluralistic ignorance. Like false
consensus, false uniqueness is a property of individuals not groups.
Individuals can experience false uniqueness but not pluralistic
ignorance, whereas groups can experience pluralistic ignorance but
not false uniqueness.

2. Puzzles explained by pluralistic
ighorance

Traditionally, the concept of pluralistic ignorance has had the
role of explaining puzzling group phenomena. The two puzzles
it has been invoked most often to explain involve mismatches
between psychological representation and collective behavior. The
first puzzle involves a divergence between the private attitudes
of group members and the group’s ongoing social practices.
The second puzzle involves a divergence between the private
perceptions of individuals facing a common situation and their
collective response to it.

1 For a discussion of how pluralistic ignorance has been measured and

conceptualized, see Sargent and Newman (2021).
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2.1. Divergences between private attitudes
and collective practices

The private attitudes of the members of a group and the
observed practices or norms of the group generally converge
but can also diverge. The puzzle when this happens is not why
individuals’ private attitudes do not predict their public behavior
(that attitude-behavior puzzle occurs at the intra-individual level
and has been pursued independently by social psychologists:
Tormola and Rucker, 2024), but rather why group members’
modal attitude diverges from their modal public behavior (Miller
et al., 2000). Many divergences of this type occur in the reactions
to outgroups, an example of which was reported in one of
the first dissertations in social psychology by Daniel Katz at
Syracuse University (Katz and Allport, 1931). Katz discovered in
a survey of college students that despite privately claiming they
had no personal objections to admitting racial minorities to their
fraternities, most White fraternity members consistently voted to
exclude racial minorities. The reluctance of White students to
publicly express their openness to admitting racial minorities to
their fraternity would not be puzzling if theirs was a numerical
minority position and thus expressing it would expose them
to the disapproval of the numerical majority. However, those
favorable were a majority not a minority. As other responses to
survey questions revealed, however, those favorable believed they
were in the minority. The source of the group’s failure to adopt
a non-discriminatory policy was its misperception of itself—its
pluralistic ignorance.

Explaining the discrepancies between private attitudes and
social practices or norms continues, a century later, to be one of the
most common rationales for the invocation of pluralistic ignorance
in academic and public discourse (Sargent and Newman, 2021).
Pluralistic ignorance has been an especially popular explanation for
the fact that shifting private attitudes are not always accompanied
by shifting social norms. Widespread changes in private attitudes
change are not sufficient for social norm change. The group’s
recognition that its collective attitudes have changed is also
necessary. Without this recognition, norm change will be impeded
(Miller and Prentice, 1994; Miller et al., 2000; Prentice and Paluck,
2020).

The lag between a society’s perception of itself and actual
changes in people’s private beliefs and values has been documented
most frequently during periods of change in race and gender
relations. The earliest demonstrations of conservative lags (Fields
and Schuman, 1976) were those involving White Americans’
attitudes and behaviors toward Black Americans. Despite the
success that the American civil rights movement in combination
with other forces had in reducing prejudiced attitudes among
White Americans, changing the discriminatory behavior of White
Americans toward Black Americans proved more difficult. One
explanation for this was that White Americans believed that the
progressive changes in their own thinking were not shared by
other White Americans (O’Gorman, 1975, 1988). Misestimating
the “climate of opinion;” and mistakenly believing that most of their
White peers continued to support segregation, they acquiesced in
the status quo despite no longer privately supporting it (Fields
and Schuman, 1976). Instances of pluralistic ignorance serving
as a brake on social progress in race and ethnic relations have
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been found outside America as well. For example, Kuran (1995)
suggested that pluralistic ignorance impeded the liberalization of
caste relations in India and Varadi et al. (2021) recently suggested
it impeded the acceptance of long-stigmatized Roma students in
Hungarian schools.

Pluralistic ignorance also has been found to serve as a brake on
norm change pertaining to various forms of gender equality such
as the acceptance of women working outside the home (Burzstyn
etal,, 2020), same-sex female parenting (Eisner et al., 2020), women
participating in STEM fields (De Souza and Schmader, 2022), and
women seeking high political office (Shamir and Shamir, 1997).
Relatedly, pluralistic ignorance has been documented to impede
progressive changes in norms governing masculine behavior. This
includes the perpetuation of norms of competition and aggression
that many men have ceased to support (Vandello et al.,, 2009;
Van Grootel et al.,, 2018), and the reluctance of men to adopt
more communal organizational practices and policies such as
flextime (Munsch et al., 2014) and paternity leave (Miyajima and
Yamaguchi, 2017) with which they personally have become more
comfortable. These instances of pluralistic ignorance illustrate
an important feature if not truism of social change: “a society’s
perception of itself tends to lag behind actual changes in people’s
private beliefs and values” (Zou et al., 2009, p. 581).

Pluralistic ignorance more recently has been identified as an
impediment to collective action on matters of pressing public
concern, such as climate change (Jachimowicz et al., 2018; Kjeldahl
and Hendricks, 2018; Mildenberger and Tingley, 2019; Santos et al.,
2021) and COVID-19 (Urminsky and Bergman, 2021; Castioni
et al., 2022). Social action in response to a widely shared collective
concern will be impeded if people do not believe that their concern
is shared by others (Mackie, 1996; Chwe, 1998; Leviston et al., 2013;
Bicchieri, 2016; Keohane and Victor, 2016; Arias, 2019).

2.2. Divergences between individual
perceptions and collective situational
reactions

The little research on pluralistic ignorance during the five
decades following the work of Allport and his students Katz
and Schanck was conducted primarily by sociologists and public
opinion researchers, and not by social psychologists. One reason
for this was that the dominant method of social psychology, the
laboratory experiment, was not well-suited to studying divergences
between attitudes and norms (Prentice and Miller, 1996; Miller and
Laurin, 2024). Nevertheless, following a 50-year absence, pluralistic
ignorance reappeared in social psychology. One sighting was in
Janis’ (1972, 1982) famous account of groupthink, a dynamic that he
proposed led small cohesive groups of competent people to make
incompetent decisions. Featured among Janis’s list of groupthink
symptoms was the illusion of unanimity: The mistaken belief that
everyone other than oneself agrees with the (bad) decision being
made. Even when the collective private opinion concerning a
group’s pending decision is that is misguided, Janis contended, the
group may nevertheless embrace it if its members believe that their
misgivings are not shared by others (see also Harvey, 1974, 1988;
Browne et al., 2018). A second sighting of pluralistic ignorance
was in Latané and Darley’s (1970) account of the bystander effect.
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According to them, one reason a group of bystanders are less likely
than are sole bystanders to intervene on a victim’s behalf is the
emergence of pluralistic ignorance. Individual bystanders, despite
being alarmed and concerned about the victim themselves, assume
that their fellow (non-acting) bystanders have concluded that it was
not a situation that called for intervention.

In the spirit of the applications of Janis and Darley and Latané,
Miller and McFarland (1987) invoked pluralistic ignorance to
explain a classroom dynamic familiar to any lecturer: Students’
reluctance to ask questions during class. According to Miller and
McFarland, bewildered students often hesitate to accept a lecturer’s
encouragement to request clarification of material because they fear
asking a stupid or ill-formed question. However, they infer from
the fact that other students do not raise their hands that these
individuals genuinely understand the material. They assume that
they alone are confused. The manifestation of pluralistic ignorance
in this case, and those described by Janis and Darley and Latané,
functions not to maintain support for unpopular social norms
but to render inaccurate face-to-face groups’ interpretations of
consequential situations.

3. Two variants of the same
phenomenon or different
phenomena?

Extending the application of the concept of pluralistic
ignorance to small face-to-face groups as Janis and Darley and
Latané did was novel. Before these researchers, the application of
the concept had focused almost exclusively on large groups and
collectives. This focus is evident from the oft-cited observation
made by sociologist Merton (1968) in his influential analyses of
pluralistic ignorance: “This is a frequently observed condition of
a group which is so organized that mutual observability of its
members is slight” (p. 377).

Miller and McFarland (1987, 1991) challenged Merton’s
designation of slight mutual observability as a sine qua non
of pluralistic ignorance. Citing the examples of bystanders to
emergencies and victims of groupthink, they contended that
mutual observability rather than being slight was high in these
contexts. The pluralistic ignorance that emerges in these contexts,
they contended, arises precisely because of mutual observability.
Without mutual observability, and the social comparison it affords,
people would unlikely be led astray in these situations. A single
bystander confronted with a potential emergency, based on the
extensive research demonstrating the false consensus effect (Marks
and Miller, 1987; Krueger, 1998), could be predicted to assume
that any concerns he or she had would be shared by others were
they there.

The high vs. low mutual observability distinction helps
contextualize the fact that sociologists and public opinion
researchers’ explanations have tended to focus on structural
information channels (macro variables) while psychologists have
tended to focus on psychological processes (micro variables) (Breed
and Ktsanes, 1961; Shamir, 1986; Kitts, 2003). This difference does
not reflect different accounts (explanas) for the same phenomena,
as is sometimes suggested (Shamir and Shamir, 1997; Kitts, 2003)
but different accounts for fundamentally different phenomena
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(explanadum). Sociologists and public opinion researchers have
focused on the low mutual observability variant, largely ignoring
its high counterpart, whereas psychologists have largely done the
opposite. I consider these two variants of pluralistic ignorance
in turn.

4. The low mutual observability case

In large groups, people typically cannot physically observe
all other members. They must infer the nature of the group’s
modal attitudes or practices from a sample of group members. If
that sample, unbeknownst to them, is not representative of the
broader group, they will misestimate the group norm (Merton,
1968; Greeley and Sheatsley, 1971; Kitts, 2003). This is true of
online communities as well (Duggan and Smith, 2016; Arias, 2019;
Chowdhury, 2021; Castioni et al., 2022; Huszar et al., 2022).

4.1. Accounts for observable samples being
unrepresentative

The most prominent and visible members of a group will have
a disproportionate influence on the group’s perceptions of itself
(Noelle-Neumann, 1993; Mendes et al., 2017). This can result in
collective misperceptions when the most observable members of a
group are not representative of it. There are two reasons this can
occur. The first relates to which members of groups find themselves,
either through their actions or those of others, the most highly
observable. The second relates to how being in a group position
of high visibility affects the occupants’ behavior.

4.2. Who find themselves with high
visibility?

The most prominent and visible members of a group tend to
most strongly embody those norms and values of the group that
most sharply distinguish it from those of other groups (Shamir and
Shamir, 1997; Kitts, 2003). This is especially so when the group
is part of a structured institutional setting, an example of which,
and for a while a big favorite among institutional researchers, is
the prison setting. Members of the prison culture (guards and
inmates) tend to assume that their peers endorse their subculture’s
values more strongly than they do themselves (Wheeler, 1961;
Akers, 1977; Kauffman, 1981; Toch and Klofas, 1984; Benaquisto
and Freed, 1996). These studies indicated that both prison guards
and inmates systematically underestimated the similarity of their
attitudes to those of their peers, each assuming that their own
position was more sympathetic toward the outgroup than was the
position of their peers (Wheeler, 1961; Kauffman, 1981; Klofas and
Toch, 1982). Researchers traced the observed pluralistic ignorance
in these cases to the greater visibility of extreme group members.
Klofas and Toch (1982), for example, found that prison guards and
prisoners with the most hardline positions were likely to define
themselves as spokespersons for the group, leading to the illusion
that all prison guards and prisoners held more hardline positions
than they did. Wheeler (1961) similarly noted “much of the strength
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of the inmate culture may reside in the ability of anti-staff-oriented
inmates to attain positions of influence” (p. 291).

Attaining high visibility within a group does not require
occupying a formal position of prominence. It can derive from
simply being willing to express one’s opinion. However, this too
can lead to unrepresentativeness and, in turn, pluralistic ignorance,
as those most willing to express their beliefs are those whose
beliefs most embody the norms and values of the group (Morrison
and Miller, 2008; Miller and Morrison, 2009). This pattern was
documented in a study of students at Vassar College (Korte, 1972),
an institution with a liberal ethos and social identity (at least
at the time of the study). In contrast to underestimating the
progressiveness of their peers’ attitudes as was typical in previous
studies of pluralistic ignorance, this study found that students
overestimated the liberalness of their peers relative to themselves
on numerous social and political issues (for similar examples,
see Taylor, 1982; Shamir, 1986; Van Boven, 2000; Glynn and
Huge, 2014; Brown et al.,, 2022). According to Korte (1972), this
misperception was due to the presence of a vocal and conspicuous
minority comprising the most liberal students and faculty on
campus. Korte (1972) offered the following general summary of

«

this process, “... the side of an issue representing a cultural (or
subcultural) value is more prominent, more frequently and loudly
advocated by its adherents. From the point of view of the individual,
this source of bias constitutes an unrepresentative sampling of the
relevant population” (p. 586).

Sometimes the high visibility of even a single individual can
induce pluralistic ignorance in a group. In accounting for the
pluralistic ignorance in a community vis-a-vis commitment to
religious practices, Schanck (1932, 1934) pointed to the significant
role played by one particularly vocal and devout community
member. Kitts (2003) similarly attributed some of the pluralistic
ignorance in a vegetarian college dormitory regarding support
for strict eating practices to the prominence of one highly visible
“vegan fascist”.

4.2.1. The media’s role in unrepresentative
visibility

When Allport (1924) described how dependent social life was
on individuals having knowledge of their peers’ habitual feelings
and practices, he could not have imagined how much of social life,
or the provision of information about it a century later would occur
online. Nor could Lippmann (1922) have realized how central social
media would come to be in peoples lives (Mutz, 1998) when he
coined the term public opinion and noted the role of the media
in shaping it. If the social information conveyed by the media was
representative of the population, the capacity of people to know
others’ beliefs, feelings, and practices would seem greater than it has
ever been (Katz et al., 1981). However, evidence suggests that the
information conveyed by the media is often not representative and
frequently creates pluralistic ignorance (Duggan and Smith, 2016;
Arias, 2019; Chowdhury, 2021; Castioni et al., 2022; Huszar et al,,
2022; Brady et al., 2023).?

2 Intentionally misleading information on social media also can contribute

to pluralistic ignorance (Yang and Stoddart, 2021; Castioni et al.,, 2022)
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The unrepresentativeness found on mainstream and social
media takes different forms, but its most common one is a
bias toward extremity. An instructive case involves beliefs about
climate change. People the world over underestimate others’
concern for climate change and the commonness of the belief
that climate protective actions need to be taken (Leviston et al.,
2013; Mildenberger and Tingley, 2019). One important contributor
to this false second-order belief is the disproportionate visibility
that climate change deniers receive on the media landscape
(Oreskes and Conway, 2010; Sparkman et al., 2022). This skewed
representation reflects the general tendency of the media to give
disproportionate airtime to minority views, especially when they
generate engagement, fear, and anger (Berger and Milkman, 2012;
Hendricks and Vestergaard, 2018).

Extreme minority views are also overrepresented by social
media platform tools such as likes, shares, and user comments
(Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005; Porten-Cheé and Eilders, 2020).
Those who communicate on social media generally tend to have
more extreme positions on social issues and this is true for climate
change as well (Juul and Ugander, 2021; Yang and Stoddart, 2021;
Castioni et al., 2022). For example, Lewandowsky et al. (2019) noted
that a disproportionate percentage of comments about climate
change on social media come from a “loud fringe.” Whatever direct
influence the media has on first-order beliefs about climate change,
its indirect influence on second-order beliefs may be even greater
(Mildenberger and Tingley, 2019).

Sometimes, unrepresentativeness is fostered by social feedback
delivery systems that employ algorithms to push evocative content
that draws more engagement (Brady et al., 2023). The more extreme
one’s position, the more attention one receives and thus, the more
reputationally enhancing it is to post an extreme position (Jordan
and Rand, 2020). Whether driven by an algorithm or voluntary
action, a minority of politically extreme social media users create
most of the political content people see (Brady et al., 2023).%

4.2.2. How do people act when they are in visible
positions?

When people are in visible positions as group representatives,
they often embody the social identity of the group. According
to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978, 1981; Turner et al., 1987;
Terry and Hogg, 1996), this does not involve dissembling or
misrepresenting their personal views, but accessing the prototypical
values of the groups to which they belong and with whom
they share social identities, as would be expected among prison
guards, schoolteachers, college students and others found to display
pluralistic ignorance (Miller and Prentice, 1994; Prentice and
Miller, 1996). Instead of being personally inauthentic, they are
being true to their social identity. As Terry and Hogg (1996)
stated: “When social identity is salient, depersonalization occurs,
such that a person’s feelings and actions are guided more by
group prototypes and norms than by personal factors” (p. 790).

3 A further way the media renders unrepresentative depictions of groups
salient, and hence contributes to pluralistic ignorance, is by promoting
stereotypes of those groups. The media determines not only which person

on the street they feature but how they feature the person on the street.
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As a group prototype tends to embody those beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviors that minimize ingroup differences and maximize
intergroup differences, respectively (Tajfel, 1978, 1981; Turner
et al., 1987), intergroup contexts are especially likely to produce
discrepancies between public behavior and private attitudes.

Goffman’s (1959, 1961) analysis of the performative nature
of people’s public behavior also emphasizes its closer fidelity to
their institution’s attitudes than to their private attitudes. In his
words, “when the individual presents himself before others, his
performance will tend to incorporate and exemplify the officially
accredited values of the society, more so, in fact, than does his
behavior as a whole” (Goffman, 1961, p. 35). The tendency to
idealize one’s group’s values in one’s public behavior provides an
opening for pluralistic ignorance. If the institution’s members do
not recognize the extent of the gap between the on-stage and off-
stage behavior of their peers, they may mistakenly perceive the
former as conveying the latter as well.

Willower and Packard (1972) report this pattern of pluralistic
ignorance in their investigation of schoolteachers’ support for a
custodial pupil control ideology (an emphasis on the maintenance
of order, distrust of pupils, and a moralistic approach to pupil
control). Although only a few teachers indicated that they
supported this position, Packard and Willower found that most
teachers believed that most their peers embraced it. They explained
this case of pluralistic ignorance as follows:

Norms enjoining strictness toward students and the
maintenance of social distance typically appear to mark the
student subculture, and pressures for faculty members to
exhibit a united front to guard against organizational problems
resulting from pupil control breakdowns seem substantial.
Thus, on stage behavior is likely to indicate support for
the prevailing collective even if off stage behavior may
reveal personalistic tendencies contrary to consensual social
requirements. Teachers “may feel obligated to represent their
views on pupil control so that they appear to support prevailing
norms” (p. 80).

The dynamic described by Packard and Willower provides
the spawning grounds not only for pluralistic ignorance but for
false polarization, the tendency for partisan groups (e.g., pro-
life vs. pro-choice) to see themselves as more different from one
another than they are (Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016; Blatz and
Mercier, 2018; Lees and Cikara, 2020; Fernbach and Van Boven,
2022). Reports of cross-group false polarization routinely find
within-group pluralistic ignorance as well. Moreover, descriptions
of the causes of false polarization frequently sound identical to
those of pluralistic ignorance, as illustrated by Ross and Ward
(1996) description of student partisans: “they rarely acknowledged
to others the degree of ambivalence in their political beliefs—
not in talking to their ideological allies and not in talking to
their ideological adversaries (lest their concessions be exploited or
misunderstood)” (p. 123).

Making incorrect inferences about a population from an
unrepresentative sample would seem to implicate the structural
flow of information more than psychology (Bicchieri and
Yoshitaka, 1999). However, an unrepresentative sample would only
hold sway if people either did not recognize that the sample they
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saw was unrepresentative (an omission implicating psychological
processes) or, despite recognizing it, insufficiently adjusted for
it in drawing inferences about the population (a well-studied
psychological process).

5. The high mutual observability case

The key to the pluralistic ignorance created through the
processes discussed above is that people have limited access
or exposure to the behavior of their fellow group members.
If the structural flow of the information that people receive
about one another is biased, this can yield pluralistic ignorance
within the group. However, whereas the high observability of
an unrepresentative sample is sufficient to produce pluralistic
ignorance in some situations, it is not necessary to produce it
in others.

If pluralistic ignorance only arises when one observes an
unrepresentative sample of one’s group, it seems impossible for
it to arise in smaller face-to-face groups. This would certainly be
the case if the group members acted in accordance with their
authentic beliefs, perceptions, and preferences. However, people do
not always act authentically and despite high mutual observability,
small groups can experience pluralistic ignorance. The provenance
of the pluralistic ignorance found in the situations discussed by
Janis and Darley and Latané is not the unrepresentativeness of
the people observed, it is the misleading nature of the behavior
observed (Miller and McFarland, 1987). Latané and Darley
(1970) describe how inauthentic behavior contributes to pluralistic
ignorance in the bystander situation:

No member of a crowd wants to be the first to fly
off the handle, the one to cry “Wolf!” when no wolf may
really be present. Too great a show of concern may in itself
be embarrassing, and it also may prematurely commit the
bystander to a course of action he has not had a chance to
think through. Until he decides what to do, each member of
a crowd, however truly concerned he may be about the plight
of a victim, may try to maintain a calm demeanor, an unruftled
front (p. 40).

The unique aspect of the inference process that leads to
pluralistic ignorance in the bystander situations is that it occurs
among insiders rather than outsiders. It would not be surprising
if witnesses to the bystander scene inferred that the bystanders
who nonchalantly stood by as a fallen person yelled for help were
unconcerned. However, those experiencing pluralistic ignorance
are bystanders themselves. They know that their nonchalant,
unconcerned behavior belies their private concerns, but assume
that the identical public behavior of others corresponds to their
private experience.

Demanding an explanation, then, is why people, themselves
dissembling, assume others are authentically reflecting their
internals states. Pluralistic ignorance in the bystander situation, as
well as in many other situations that people make dubious collective
decisions (Shaw and Blum, 1965; Janis, 1972, 1982), arises from
people behaving like other people but assuming that the behavior
of others, unlike their own, is genuine.
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5.1. Why do people not recognize that their
private thoughts and behaviors are like
those of others?

People may conclude that the identical public behavior of
themselves and others does not reflect similar private thoughts
for two reasons. First, they may not recognize the degree of
similarity between their public behavior and that of others. Second,
despite recognizing the similarity, they may believe that the causal
origins are different. The sources of divergence in the first and
second cases are traceable to the encoding and decoding stages
of information processing, respectively (Miller and McFarland,
1991).

5.1.1. Mistakenly thinking one’s behavior differs in
appearance from that of others

When pluralistic ignorance arises in contexts of high mutual
observability, it typically occurs when group members public
behavior does not match their private thoughts and feelings. This
mismatch can vary in extremity, from individuals simply not
publicly displaying the same intensity of feeling that they feel
privately, to individuals taking public stances that diametrically
oppose their private positions. However, whether one is merely
camouflaging their true belief (Frey, 2023) or explicitly falsifying
it (Kuran, 1995) people may not recognize the similarity of their
public behavior to that of those they are observing.

The challenge for people in comparing their public behavior to
that of others (unless provided with a visual representation of it)
is that they cannot do it directly. When publicly misrepresenting
their private experience in group settings, people directly know only
two things: What the others’ public behavior looks like and what
their private experience feels like. They must infer what their own
behavior looks like and in doing so, people frequently fall victim
to what Miller and McFarland (1987, 1991) called the “illusion
of transparency”’—the tendency to overestimate how closely their
public behavior reflects their private experience. Examples include
people’s beliefs that their public anxiety is more evident than it is
(Savitsky, 1997), that their lies are more detectable than they are
(Gilovich et al., 1998), and that their efforts to disguise that they
are drinking a disgusting liquid are less successful than they are
(Gilovich et al., 1998).

If the illusion of transparency results in bystanders to an
emergency thinking that they look more alarmed than they perceive
other bystanders to be, it will lead them to infer that their concerns
are not shared by other bystanders. Similarly, if the illusion leads
students during an abstruse lecture to think that they look more
confused than others do, it will lead them to infer that their
confusion is not shared by other students. Despite people not
wanting to embarrass themselves in these situations by expressing
unwarranted and unshared alarm or confusion, the illusion of
transparency will induce them to underestimate their success in
achieving their goal. The facades that the individuals in these
situations present to one another, contrary to their expectations,
come across as highly authentic.

In many contexts in which pluralistic ignorance arises, people
are not trying to completely conceal their true feelings, but rather to
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express them subtly. This takes place when people pursue a trade-
off between two goals: Signaling their true opinions while avoiding
presenting themselves in a negative light (e.g., an over-reactor, a
disloyal team member, a social prude). For example, people might
seek to register their disapproval with a sexist or racist joke while
not appearing to be overreacting and causing a scene. Economists
describe navigating this compromise as attempting to optimize
both expressive and reputational utility (Kuran, 1995). In these
situations, people seek to emit a signal of their private experience
that is strong enough to satisfy their quest for expressive utility,
but not so strong as to compromise their quest to protect their
reputational utility—by creating a scene or offending people with
an “in your face” signal. In situations where they are striving to keep
the net costs of this trade-off as low as possible, people are prone to
think the resolution of the signal that they emit to denote their true
feelings is higher than it is.

There are various lines of research showing people’s tendency
to overestimate the success with which they communicate their
intentions when they are faced with competing goals (Vorauer and
Claude, 1998). For example, people think that others can detect
their sarcasm more accurately than they can (Keysar, 1994), and can
recognize the alarm they experienced over the unethical behavior of
a confederate more accurately than they can (Gilovich et al., 1998).
The more threatening people think a negative communication
(signal) may be to their audience and their public and private
image the more they overestimate its clarity (Holtgraves, 2021).
For example, managers overestimate the clarity of their negative
performance feedback, but not of their positive feedback (Schaerer
etal., 2018).

People’s ability to recognize the similarity of their experience
to others is compromised by their failure to appreciate how
much their public behavior resembles the behavior of others.
Pluralistic ignorance arises because people underestimate their skill
at concealing their private experience while trying to do so and
overestimate their skill at communicating it while trying to do so
subtly (Vorauer and Miller, 1997; Gilovich et al., 1998).

5.1.2. Mistakenly thinking one’s behavior differs in
its causal origins from that of others

Groups in which members are highly visible to one another
can experience pluralistic ignorance even if the group members
recognize their behavior is identical. All that is necessary is for
them to attribute it to different causes. Consider how pluralistic
ignorance can arise in bystander situations even when actors
recognize that their public behavior shows a degree of bravado
and nonchalance identical to that of others. All that is required is
for bystanders, while recognizing that their behavior is the stuff of
impression management posturing, to mistakenly assume that of
others reflects their internal experience. Acknowledging that their
own behavior cannot be taken at face value, they assume that that
of others can (Monin and Norton, 2003).

A possible explanation for why people interpret their behavior
differently than others in contexts producing pluralistic ignorance
is that people think their public behavior is governed more by self-
presentational motives than is that of others (Miller and McFarland,
1987, 1991; Sabini et al., 1999; Van Boven et al., 2005). According
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to this argument, social motives (e.g., fear of embarrassment)
are defined primarily by internal, unobservable cues to which
people have more access within themselves than in others. Thus,
individuals develop a general belief that they experience these social
motives more strongly or more often than others do. Supporting
this claim, Miller and McFarland (1987) found that confused
research participants who acknowledged that they did not seek
clarification on an assignment from an experimenter because of fear
of embarrassment thought that it was lack of confusion, not fear of
embarrassment that led the other participants not to seek her out.

The impact of the self’s greater access to internal cues
may extend beyond those situations in which the public-private
divergence is driven by fear of embarrassment. The feelings of
belonging, social anxiety, and alienation that arise from group
identification are also largely internal and unobservable. Thus,
people may hold an enduring belief that they experience these states
more strongly or more often than others do. For example, people
might think that they are more motivated by fear of rejection than
are others, leading them more often to cite that fear in explaining
their behavior than the same behavior in others. This accounts for
the tendency of people who attribute their own hesitancy to initiate
a relationship to the fear of rejection but the hesitancy of others to
their lack of interest (Vorauer and Ratner, 1996; Miller and Nelson,
2002; Shelton and Richeson, 2005).

One example of such a setting is the modern-day college
campus, where racial and ethnic groups co-exist, and students
interact much more with ingroup members than with outgroup
members (Prentice, 2013). When asked why they do not interact
more across racial boundaries, students typically say that they
would like to have more contact and that they are dissatisfied with
the status quo. However, they believe that members of other groups
are not interested in having more contact with them. Black and
White students alike attribute their own failure to cross group
boundaries to a fear of being rejected, but they attribute the other
group’s failure to cross group boundaries to a genuine lack of
interest (Shelton and Richeson, 2005).

5.2. The sequencing of the two variants of
pluralistic ignorance

Sociologists and public policy scholars often say that pluralistic
ignorance need not depend on psychological processes (O’Gorman,
1986; Shamir and Shamir, 1997; Kitts, 2003). They acknowledge
that cognitive shortcomings and perceptual distortion can
contribute to group misperception but contend that the term
pluralistic ignorance should be reserved for situations “involving
the veridical perception of false or misleading information”
(O’Gorman, 1986, p. 334).*

4 Cultural anthropologist Gil-White (2005) took the opposite position:
“Note that pluralistic ignorance does not apply to situations where people
miscalculate the majority opinion because of exposure to a small and
therefore biased sample. Pluralistic ignorance results when you draw
opposite conclusions about the internal states of self and others despite
the fact that others are in fact reliably observed to behave similarly to you”
(p. 210).
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Pluralistic ~ ignorance certainly can emerge through

communication channels alone. However, even when this
happens, its perpetuation may very much depend on psychological
processes. It would be surprising if inferences drawn from a biased
sample did not reverberate in people’s subsequent face-to-face
interaction with non-biased samples, thus amplifying the effect.
Those who choose to conceal their true opinions based on exposure
to an unrepresentative minority become purveyors, and not just
recipients, of misinformation. Their decision to falsify their
preferences reflects and augments pluralistic ignorance. It may be
biased communication on the distribution of opinions that leads
people to become insincere norm followers, but that is not what
leads people to believe that other insincere norm followers are
sincere—a psychological process does that.

The claim that the pluralistic ignorance that arises from low
mutual observability can be extended and deepened through high
mutual observability is central to Noelle-Neumann’s (1974) concept
of the spiral of silence. The sequence begins with members of a vocal
minority creating the illusion that that they are the majority. The
members of the silent majority, thinking they are in the minority,
conform to what they mistakenly perceive to be the majority
position (Noelle-Neumann, 1974; Dyne et al., 2003). Once this
happens, there is little hope that greater exposure to the silent
majority can dispel the pluralistic ignorance because it is now acting
like the vocal (previous) minority. The illusion of personal deviance
that begins by misinterpreting the representativeness of a vocal
minority is perpetuated by a misinterpretation of the conformity
of an isolation-fearing majority (Elder et al., 2021). Persistent
pluralistic ignorance, thus, whatever its origins, will generally
reflect the failure of those acting inauthentically to recognize the
inauthenticity of similarly acting others.

6. When pluralistic ignorance
disappears

Given the deleterious effects of pluralistic ignorance, it is
not surprising that considerable attention has been given to how
it might be combatted. Before considering intentional efforts to
undermine or dispel pluralistic ignorance, it is instructive to ponder
how pluralistic ignorance may disappear organically. The two
possibilities for the realignment of mismatched second- and first-
order beliefs are: (1) first-order beliefs change in the direction of
second-order beliefs and (2) second-order beliefs change in the
direction of first-order beliefs.

6.1. First-order beliefs shifting in the
direction of second-order beliefs

Pluralistic ignorance can disappear if it accelerates attitude
change in the direction of initially false norms (Prentice and Miller,
1993; Miller and Prentice, 2016; Eisner et al., 2020). When this
happens, what was previously mistakenly thought to be the position
of the majority is now its actual position. The once illusory norm
has become real; the once insincere norm followers have become
sincere (Blair et al., 2022). This form of realignment is more likely

Frontiers in Social Psychology

10.3389/frsps.2023.1260896

to take place when attitudes and behaviors have not yet caught up to
illusory new norms than when they have broken free of old norms.
For example, if college students’ misperceptions of norms guiding
their peers’ sexual behavior led them to engage in sexual activity
outside of their comfort zone, it may eventually shift their comfort
zone in the direction of the misperceived norm (Reiber and Garcia,
2010; Sargent and Newman, 2021).

It is difficult to gauge how often pluralistic ignorance acts as an
accelerant to attitude change. If the internalization of the false norm
happened every time pluralistic ignorance emerged, the evidence
of pluralistic ignorance would be fleeting and captured instances
of it would greatly underestimate its occurrence. However, people
do not invariably internalize false norms. Sometimes, they merely
continue paying lip service to the norm that they do not support,
and the enduring pluralistic ignorance produces alienation from
the group rather than conformity to it (Prentice and Miller, 1993,
2002).

6.2. Second-order beliefs shifting in the
direction of first-order beliefs

Among the common spawning grounds for pluralistic
ignorance are those historical moments when attitudes have
broken free from prevailing norms, such as when private attitudes
no longer support discriminatory policies, health-threatening
practices, or outgroup-demonizing postures. In these instances,
one may expect that with the passage of time and the opportunity
to sample more extensively—to talk to more people, to see them in
a wider range of contexts—pluralistic ignorance would diminish
(Kitts, 2003; Zhu and Westphal, 2011; Smerdon et al., 2020).
Noelle-Neumann explicitly claimed that the spiral of silence that
often under-girds pluralistic ignorance would “only hold sway
over a society for a limited period of time” (Noelle-Neumann and
Petersen, 2004, p. 350). The fact that people, initially rendered silent
by pluralistic ignorance, eventually express their true opinions may
also explain the finding (Eisner et al., 2020) that whereas pluralistic
ignorance was associated with a new controversial policy about
gender roles (same-sex female parenting) in Switzerland, it was not
associated with an older controversial policy (working mothers).

There is no guarantee that greater exposure will diminish
pluralistic ignorance. It depends on the relative contributions made
to it by unrepresentative sampling vs. misrepresentation of true
feelings or beliefs, as exposure to more people in more contexts
will abate the former problem more than the latter. If the observed
larger sample is dissembling or falsifying preferences, as in the tale
of The Emperor’s New Clothes, more exposure may strengthen not
weaken pluralistic ignorance. Meeting more fellow subjects of the
emperor will reduce pluralistic ignorance concerning “his beautiful
new clothes,” only to the extent that those subjects are prepared
to share their private beliefs or have an opportunity to share their
views (Grant et al., 2009).

When norms catch up with changing attitudes, it is not always
because the attendant pluralistic ignorance has been unmasked.
Norms supporting discrimination, for example, may catch up with
public attitudes, and thereby eliminate pluralistic ignorance, but
not because pluralistic ignorance was first dispelled. New laws,
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for example, represent an exogenous force that could result in
both norms changing in the direction of recently changed attitudes
and, consequently, pluralistic ignorance disappearing (Tankard and
Paluck, 2017). Of course, when new laws are not seen to reflect
the climate of opinion, they are unlikely to dissipate pluralistic
ignorance (Miyajima and Yamaguchi, 2017; Eisner et al., 2020).
In the case of the high mutual observability, the prospects of
diminishing pluralistic ignorance over time are greater in some
ways but lesser in others. In The Emperor’s New Clothes, a single
voice was able to “fix” pluralistic ignorance. However, in time-
compressed situations, this may not matter. By the time someone
stepped forward in a pluralistic ignorance-besotted group of
bystanders to dispel the uncertainty, it might be too late for the
victim. Similarly, if students who did not ask for clarification in
a confusing lecture because of pluralistic ignorance were to find
out after class that everyone was confused, it would be too late to
get clarification.

7. Intervening to dispel pluralistic
ighorance

Researchers, educators, social advocates, and others have all
tried to reduce pluralistic ignorance by sharing information on
the actual distribution of opinion or practices with the population
experiencing pluralistic ignorance. This may seem like an effective
way of reducing pluralistic ignorance. Katz and Schanck (1938)
described a famously effective instance of this technique in the US
in the 1930’s:

“During the prohibition era the forces in favor of
prohibition never wanted any objective check on public
sentiment. They tried to kill off straw polls on the subject
of prohibition. As a consequence of their tactics, even the
politicians were fooled by an illusion of universality of
opinion in favor of the Eighteenth Amendment. When an
objective check was made, however, prohibition collapsed like
a punctured balloon” (p. 175).°

Tufekci (2017) likewise contended that the effectiveness of
“digitally networked movements” such as Egypts Tahrir Square
protests of 2011 and the Gezi Park protest of 2013 is due to their
capacity to diminish pluralistic ignorance and disrupt the spiral of
silence. As she put it,

“This is what the digitally networked public sphere can do
in many instances: help people reveal their (otherwise private)
references to one another and discover common ground. Street
protests play a similar role in showing people that they are not
alone in their dissent. But digital media make this happen in a
way that blurs the boundaries of private and public, home and
street, and individual and collective action” (p. 26).

5 Elster (2015) proposed that polls reporting the electorate’s negative view
of Norway's entry into the Common Market (European Union) similarly

countered the pluralistic ignorance that had emerged.
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Providing people with pluralistic ignorance-challenging data
can lead them to update their perceptions (Mildenberger and
Tingley, 2019; Burzstyn and Yang, 2022; Ecker et al., 2023) but it
is not guaranteed to do so0.® There has been disappointingly little
attention given to the question of the ease with which second-order
beliefs can be recalibrated and when accomplishing this will be
sufficient to change behavior.

7.1. Why people resist changing their
perceptions in response to data

You may think that the message that others agree with you
would be an easy sell—for example, that others too disagree
with prohibition (Katz and Schanck, 1938), agree with progressive
immigration (Mastroianni and Dana, 2022), support mandatory
mask wearing to combat COVID 19 (Urminsky and Bergman,
2021), find the lecture confusing (Miller and McFarland, 1987),
believe in the need to take action on climate change (Mildenberger
and Tingley, 2019), believe that diversity and inclusion are
important goals (Isenberg, 2023), or believe that invading Cuba
to topple Castro is a bad idea (Janis, 1982). Complicating the
selling of this message, and what makes it challenging to do, is
that accepting it requires people to reconcile the data provided with
their experience (Blanton et al., 2008). Overriding their experience,
that is, denying what their eyes tell them about others, will not
always be easy.

Expecting people to ignore the reality they perceive in response
to distributional data on others will be especially problematic when
their perception coheres with deeply ingrained cultural values and
structural patterns (Shamir and Shamir, 1997). This is often the
case while trying to convince people that their progressive views
on race and gender are widely shared when the prevalent structural
and institutional support suggests otherwise. Similarly, presenting
college students with data suggesting that their peers are not
comfortable with campus drinking practices when such practices
are central to the social identity of the prototypical students will
be a challenge for them to absorb (Schroeder and Prentice, 1998).
Even when interventions succeed in leading people to update their
second-order beliefs, they rarely move fully in the direction of the
information provided and remain at least somewhat anchored on
their initial misperceptions (Burzstyn and Yang, 2022).

To convince people that their perceptions of their peers
opinions or private practices are wrong requires them to accept
that they were misled by either unrepresentative sampling or
inauthentic behavior. Getting people to accept either version of this
message will be easier if it is accompanied by an account of how they
could have been led astray. Schroeder and Prentice (1998) did just
this in a study in which they successfully changed college students’
drinking behavior. Their intervention convened group discussions
to give students the opportunity to talk about campus drinking
norms, to express their views about excessive alcohol consumption,
and to hear the views of their peers. The results showed that
the group discussion did diminish excessive alcohol consumption,

6 See Dempsey et al. (2018) for a discussion on the lack of clarity in how

social norm misperceptions are challenged.
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particularly among students who were highly vulnerable to social
influence, a finding that suggested that the discussions worked by
reducing the strength of campus drinking norms.

7.2. Why people resist changing their
behavior in response to updated
perceptions

Once people have been successfully convinced that others share
the private attitudes and update their beliefs accordingly, do they
bring their public behavior into line with their private attitudes?
Here too things may not be as simple as they would appear. The key
is how conditioned the target behavior is on people’s misperception
of their group’s behavior or beliefs.

Usually, people falsify or otherwise do not act upon personal
preferences that they think are not shared because they are fearful
of doing so. To change the behavior, then, you must reduce
the relevant fear. The nature of the fear generated by pluralistic
ignorance can vary. The fear most often tied to pluralistic ignorance
is the fear of embarrassment or social disapproval. People worry
that if they act on their private beliefs or perceptions, they will
provoke social rejection from others. Other fears also emerge from
identity concerns (Miller, 2020). For one, people can fear that
acting on their private beliefs will challenge the legitimate right
of the majority to determine the group’s course of action. For
another, people can fear that undertaking an action will make them
a sucker or will be ineffective. These different fears will not be
equally easily allayed by information about others’ actual beliefs
and opinions. For those who are refraining from some action (e.g.,
voting for their preferred government policy) because they think
that the majority prefers another and they think that the majority’s
will should be respected, dispelling pluralistic ignorance may have
a strong disinhibiting effect. The swift repudiation, following
the release of poll data of the US constitutional amendment
supporting prohibition, is a case in point. Disabusing citizens
of their misconception about support for governmental policies
generally may have liberating effects (Shamir and Shamir, 1997;
Todorov and Mandisodza, 2004; Dixon et al.,, 2020; Castioni
et al., 2022). Dispelling pluralistic ignorance within small decision-
making groups similarly can be effective in breaking the spell of
consensus and allaying concerns about thwarting the will of the
majority (Scheufele and Moy, 2000; Chorus et al., 2020).

Correcting norm perception also may be effective in prompting
people to act on their conviction when their previous reluctance
to do so was based on their fear that they would be a sucker
or ineffectual if they did so (Kerr, 1996; Lubell, 2002; Keohane
and Victor, 2016; Abrams et al, 2021; Chen et al., 2022;
Schwenkenbecher, 2022). One example of this is Wenzel’s (2005)
investigation of the role of pluralistic ignorance in tax compliance
in Australia. He found that taxpayers believed that their fellow
taxpayers were less supportive than they were of honesty in
the reporting of deductions. To the extent that this perception
left taxpayers feeling like suckers when they honestly reported
their deductions, it could be predicted that an intervention that
disabused them of the need to fear others’ free riding would
make them more comfortable honestly reporting their deductions.
Evidence from tax documents showed that disabused taxpayers
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claimed fewer deductions than did taxpayers whose misperceptions
had not been disabused.

7.3. Dispelling pluralistic ignorance
disinhibits some behaviors more easily than
others

The (mis)perception that you feel differently than others can
be a major barrier to acting on your own beliefs. Removing that
barrier will make it psychologically easier to act on those beliefs
but other barriers may still be in place. A common example of
this arises in those situations that involve interventions to assist
the victim of a hostile act, such as bullying or sexism. Pluralistic
ignorance may exist in these situations and contribute to the
failure of people to intervene, but it will not be the only cause for
inhibition. Darley and Latané cited pluralistic ignorance as one of
the processes inhibiting intervention in bystander situations, but
they cited others as well, such as the belief that it was not their
responsibility to intervene and that their intervention would not
be effective (see also Ashburn-Nardo and Abdul Karim, 2019). De
Souza and Schmader (2022) speculated that this may be why their
successful efforts to disabuse men of their pluralistic ignorance
concerning the appropriateness of providing allyship to women
was not sufficient to induce men to intervene on behalf of women
confronted by sexism. They remained uncomfortable doing that,
though witnessing another intervene appeared to make them far
more comfortable intervening.

When people do not undertake actions that they mistakenly
think are disapproved of, it is often because they fear being publicly
rebuked by others. Disabusing them of the commonness of this
reaction may dimmish their estimate of the number of others who
might publicly rebuke them but not necessarily their estimate of the
probability that someone will rebuke them or of the aversiveness of
a less-than unanimously endorsed rebuke. White parents, learning
in the US in the 1950 that, contrary to their perception, most
other White parents shared their view that it is acceptable to allow
their children to play with Black children, may not have increased
their willingness to do so if they thought that even a minority of
their neighbors might disapprove of them. Similarly, while learning
that most others share their view about the reality of climate
change may be comforting, confronting a climate denier will still
be aversive and may deter people from starting up conversations
about climate change with others whose positions they do
not know.

An interesting example of the differential ease with which
interventions can change behavior is a study that corrected college
students’ misperceptions about their peers’ engagement in high-risk
activities for HIV and AIDS (Chernoff and Davison, 2005). The
study found that correcting misperceptions led women to report
having fewer sexual partners over the next 6 months and men to
report using condoms more during sex, but it did not affect either
women or men’s reporting of conversations about safe sex with
their partners. The latter finding is interesting because, along with
the other modified behaviors, it was a goal that the participants
set for themselves as part of the intervention. Using a condom
while having sex for men and avoiding a sexual encounter for
women appear to be much more actionable goals than having an
uncomfortable conversation.
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8. Taking stock at the century mark

Allport’s (1924) claim that social life depends on people having
knowledge of their peers” feelings and practices remains as true
now as it was a century ago. Since Allport, we have learned
that people, in the aggregate, are very good at estimating the
prevalence of social beliefs and actions (Nisbett and Kunda, 1985).
There are cases, however, where people grievously misestimate
their peers, and against the backdrop of their general accuracy
these cases compel our attention. When people misperceive the
prevalence of their peers’ attitudes and behaviors, they inhabit false
social worlds where they find themselves influenced by pressures
that do not exist. Over the last century, pluralistic ignorance
has been accorded a prominent causal role in a staggering array
of different social ills, including college binge-drinking (Prentice
and Miller, 1996; Schroeder and Prentice, 1998), tax avoidance
(Wenzel, 2005), school bullying (Sandstrom et al., 2013), climate
change inaction (Geiger and Swim, 2014; Sparkman et al., 2022)
risky sexual behavior (Lambert et al., 2003) and the lack of
female labor force participation (Burzstyn et al., 2020).” The
typical study that reports pluralistic ignorance implicates its role
in facilitating or inhibiting some meaningful behavior, though
not always empirically supporting this claim. Studies designed to
reduce pluralistic ignorance continue to be rare, especially those
that look for intervention effects on perceptions and the behavior
supposedly driven by those perceptions (e.g., Mandeville et al.,
2016; Rinker et al., 2017).

Despite being extensive, the knowledge base generated on
pluralistic ignorance does not include a comprehensive theory for
it. The reason for this, in my view, is the breadth of phenomena
that are encompassed under its conceptual umbrella. Formulating
a single theory to explain the macro instances of pluralistic
ignorance, such as Kuran (1995) found in authoritarian regimes,
and micro instances, such as Latané and Darley (1970) found in
emergency situations, seems untenable, even misguided.8

Attaching micro and macro prototypes to the same concept is
not unique to pluralistic ignorance. A similar situation exists vis-
a-vis the self-fulfilling prophecy concept. Both concepts have been
around for many decades, have resonated widely within the social
sciences, and have failed to yield a unifying theory. The term self-
fulfilling prophecy was introduced by sociologist Merton (1948)
who gave as his prototypical example of the phenomena, a case of
insolvency concerning a bank: The false prophecy that the bank is
running out of money leads people to rush to take their money out,
which results in the prophecy coming true.

The concept of self-fulfilling prophecy received its defining
micro instantiation in psychology in Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968)
celebrated work on teacher expectancies. Rosenthal, and social
psychologists who followed, focused on expectancies pertaining not
to properties of the material world (e.g., the liquidity of a bank) but
to the characteristics of individuals (e.g., students with the potential
to be “late bloomers”). The sociological (macro) and psychological

7

ignorance, see Sargent and Newman (2021).

For a comprehensive review of the phenomena linked to pluralistic
8 The variety of phenomena classified as instances of pluralistic ignorance
also complicates discussions of its rationality (Bjerring et al., 2014; Grosz,

2020)
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(micro) prototypes of a self-fulfilling prophecy can be subsumed
under the general umbrella of expectations becoming reality, but
like the macro and micro phenomena that fly under the banner of
pluralistic ignorance, they are very different in form and substance.
The prospect of generating a common conceptual framework seems
dim in both cases. With their surface features being so different, it
seems unlikely that the constituent processes would be the same.

In neither the case of pluralistic ignorance nor that of self-
fulfilling prophecy does the failure to produce a theory that bridged
micro-macro manifestations mean that substantial conceptual
progress has not been made. To the contrary, in both cases, the
analytic focus generated by the concept has proven immensely
fruitful. The legacy of work generated by the concept of self-
fulfilling prophecies includes vast knowledge about the impact
of stereotypes on information processing and behavior (Miller
and Turnbull, 1986; Chen and Bargh, 1997; Stangor, 2016;
Hinton, 2017). The legacy of pluralistic ignorance research is also
impressive: Studying it has yielded a much deeper understanding
of many aspects of group life and of the power residing in beliefs
about fellow group members.

As substantial as the conceptual yield from a century of research
on pluralistic ignorance has been, there remains much to be learned
about the phenomenon and its variants. Most importantly, there is
no broadly applicable recipe for its production. With few exceptions
(e.g., Miller and McFarland, 1987) researchers have not sought
to experimentally create pluralistic ignorance in the lab or to
predict its occurrence in the field. Overwhelmingly, citations to
pluralistic ignorance point to stumbled-upon effects rather than
predicted ones. The concept of pluralistic serves primarily as
an explainer of effects rather than a predictor of them. When
researchers do predict pluralistic ignorance in the lab or in the
field it usually is because they previously have found results in
that context that bespoke the phenomenon’s causal presence, not
as a consequence of a priori hypothesis generation. But explaining
how pluralistic ignorance arose in a situation does not require
the degree of understanding that is entailed in specifying the
conditions that predictably produce it. Until the field takes on
the latter challenge, which would necessitate identifying relevant
mediators and moderators, our understanding of the phenomenon
will remain incomplete. With signs that interest in pluralistic
ignorance is higher than ever, one hopes that this challenge will
be front and center as the phenomenon enters its 29 century of
conceptual life.
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