


Psychologists have long been aware of a
curious phenomenon known as “projection
bias.” We tend to think the future will resemble
the present more closely than it actually does.
So, for example, studies have found that
shoppers who buy groceries for the week on an
empty stomach tend to buy far more food (and
more junk food) than they end up needing.
When you're hungry, you expect you'll always
want a lot of food.
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But it turns out that projection bias can be
surprisingly pervasive and affects even massive
purchases like cars and homes. A new

NBER paper (pdf) finds that abnormal weather
can dramatically shape our buying habits.
People are far more likely to buy SUVs with
four-wheel drive when it's snowing, or overvalue
homes with swimming pools when the sun is
scorching — and often end up lamenting the
purchases later.
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Okay, no big deal, right? Except, as the
economists found, many people end up later
regretting their weather-influenced purchases.
"[A] vehicle is more likely to be returned
quickly," the authors note, "when purchased on
a day with abnormal weather—evidence in favor
of projection bias."
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