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 Despite detrimental effects on both individual and societal development, studies show 

socially-shared superstitious thoughts and behaviors continue to be reinforced by supraliminal 

and subliminal environmental cues. The present study evaluated the influence of supraliminal 

primes—either for or against superstitious thinking—on individual attitude and behavior. One 

hundred forty-eight participants were recruited from Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) 

crowdsourcing population for this study. Online, the participants read passages with pro-

superstitious, anti-superstitious or neutral primes, and answered passage-related questions that 

discreetly probed for superstitious inclinations. For each condition, degree of superstitiousness 

was measured by frequency of superstitious answer choice versus neutral answer choice on 

passage-related questions. A hypothesis that pro-superstitious primes can influence inclination 

towards superstitious attitudes and behaviors was evaluated with two-way contingency table 

analyses. Consistent with the hypothesis, results reveal that the pro-superstitious priming 

condition had the highest frequency of superstitious answer choices for certain scenarios, when 

compared to the anti-superstitious or neutral priming conditions.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 
 

 Despite rapid global advancement in science and technology, superstitious beliefs 

and behaviors still cut across all socioeconomic statuses and educational levels in many 

societies (Case, Fitness, Cairns & Stevenson, 2004). Superstitious beliefs are defined as 

inconsistent with natural laws and general rationality (Kramer & Block, 2008), and date 

back thousands of years (Jahoda, 1969). Although most beliefs and rituals are culture-

specific, a general superstitiousness prevails world-wide (Kramer & Block, 2008). In 

light of current scientific advancement, most academics view superstitious thinking as 

irrational on an individual level, and even detrimental on a global level (George & 

Sreedhar, 2006). For example, in Chinese-American communities from 1973 to 1998, 

there were significant increases in cardiac arrests on the fourth of each month because of 

the unlucky stigma associated with the number “4” in Chinese culture (Philips, Liu, 

Kwok, Jarvinen, Zhang & Abramson, 2001). On a macro level, lost business on Friday 

the 13th is estimated at nearly $1 billion annually in the United States alone (Roach, 

2004; Palazzolo, 2005). In some societies, rigid superstitions also uphold discriminatory 

beliefs. For example, ancient Thai folklore and superstitions continue to reinforce 

negative views of women. One such view, a belief in “harmful” female emissions, results 

in the avoidance of “female contamination” by even modern Thai men (Whittaker, 2000). 

By denigrating women’s status, such negative views continue to hinder Thai women from 

educational and employment opportunities; are partially responsible for the increasing 

number of Thai female sex workers; and contribute to the lack of preventative strategies 
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and rapid spread of HIV/AIDS within this community (Klunklin & Greenwood, 2005). 

Similarly, in China, women have a higher suicide rate than men—contrary to the current 

global trend—because highly superstitious Chinese women tend to perceive higher 

gender inequality in Chinese society, and are more likely to become depressed. To these 

women, death is also viewed as a “new life” because of superstitious belief in 

reincarnation (Zhang & Xu, 2007). A Chinese woman’s degree of superstitiousness has 

been shown to be positively correlated with the strength of her suicidal intent. As these 

examples demonstrate, traditional superstitious values can shape general mindsets and 

also influence individual lives.  

 Superstitious beliefs can be partitioned into four different categories: religious 

beliefs, socially-shared beliefs and traditions, individual occult experiences, and 

individual superstitions and rituals (Jahoda, 1969). Most people describe the typical 

superstitious individual as having socially-shared beliefs, idiosyncratic “lucky” rituals, or 

belief in paranormal powers (in order of importance); most people do not include 

religious beliefs as part of a typical superstitious person’s mindset (Jahoda, 1969). 

Because they are influenced by society and the least personally relevant, socially-shared 

superstitious beliefs are expected to decline most rapidly with scientific advancement 

Yet, George and Sreedhar (2006), based on research conducted in rapidly developing 

India, find there remains a “prevalence of superstitious beliefs in … the modern educated 

youth.” Also, urban populations are more superstitious than rural populations, and 

students in the sciences are more superstitious than their peers in the arts. Why, if 

urbanization and scientific progress are emblems of a rational society, do superstitious 

beliefs persist in these unlikely demographics?  
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Based on data from 17 different countries, researcher Torgler (2007) proposes 

several theories for why socially-shared superstitions persist in advanced or advancing 

societies. The “deprivation theory” states that, in developing countries, people use 

superstitions to cope with the psychological and physical strain of their disadvantaged 

socioeconomic statuses. A population’s degree of general superstitiousness is positively 

correlated with its level of governmental instability (Torgler, 2007). The “age theory” 

speculates that younger generations—being more uncertain about the future—adopt 

superstitious thinking to establish means of stability in fast-developing societies. 

According to Torgler (2007), women tend to be inclined towards astrology and 

spirituality in order to deviate from their traditional gender roles. Compared to less 

educated persons, more educated people are less likely to believe in astrology, 

reincarnation, or ghosts, but are more likely to believe in telepathy, extra-sensory 

perception, and déjà vu. Income is another factor in determining an individual’s beliefs: 

lower socio-economic people frequent fortune-tellers and read horoscopes more often 

than higher socio-economic individuals. Compared to the employed, the unemployed 

hold stronger superstitious beliefs. Widowed, divorced, and separated individuals also 

believe more strongly in superstitions than their single counterparts (Torgler, 2007). 

Individuals who have higher need for material possessions demonstrate greater 

superstitious belief (Mowen & Carlson, 2003). Similarly, wealthier countries have higher 

rates of superstitious belief (Torgler, 2007). Politically, Torgler (2007) theorizes that 

communist and formerly-communist countries have higher rates of superstitiousness than 

non-communist ones. Because communist regimes eradicate organized religion, their 

populations may resort to superstition as an alternative source of revelation and comfort 
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(Barro & McCleary, 2002). In non-communist countries, citizens who are actively in 

church and other religious organizations are the least superstitious (Jahoda, 1969). It 

should be noted, however, that most do not perceive superstitious belief to be adequate 

substitute for religion (Jahoda, 1969). In line with Torgler’s theory, former Soviet 

countries—such as Latvia, Bulgaria, Russia, Slovakia and the Czech Republic—maintain 

more superstitious traditions than other European countries (Torgler, 2007).  

On individual levels, superstitious thinking may develop or increase when an 

individual is placed into a highly anxious, risky, and uncertain situation (Case et al., 

2004). Oddly, using superstitious strategies is independent of belief in their efficacy 

(Case et al., 2004). Because people usually strive to maximize positive outcomes and 

minimize negative outcomes, they may unconsciously persist with such strategies. 

Stressful, uncertain, or chance-determined predicaments, with little or no primary control, 

undermine an individual’s sense of security. Overall, superstitious rituals and beliefs may 

be irresistible when they offer means for attaining secondary control (Case et al., 2004). 

 
Prime-to-Behavior Pathway 

 
Based on the finding that beliefs and values are stored in memory as mental 

representations (Bargh, 2005), researchers have recently utilized various methods to 

investigate the effect of priming on behavior (DeMarree, Wheeler & Petty, 2005; Kramer 

& Block 2008). There are two types of primes: subliminal primes exist below the level of 

consciousness and supraliminal primes are perceived at the conscious level. 

On a prime-to-behavior pathway, primes subconsciously trigger pre-existing, 

internal attitudes, concepts, and stereotypes (Bargh, Chen & Burrows, 1996). For 
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example, students primed with old-age related words walked slower down a hallway 

afterwards than participants primed with young-age related words (Bargh et al., 1996). 

Attitude-wise, a study by Vilaythong, Lindner, and Nosek (2010) reveals that 

supraliminal priming of the Golden Rule (“Do unto others as you would have them do 

unto you“ and “Never hatred is hatred appeased, but it is appeased by kindness”) made 

Christian participants—compared to Buddhist participants—more homophobic after 

priming. Also, priming the word “honesty” results in participants answering invasive 

questions in less socially desirable ways than when “apprehension” primes were used 

(Dew, 2007). In a study conducted in public Hong Kong marketplaces, luck-related cues 

temporarily changed consumers’ self-perceptions of “luckiness,” so that after prime 

exposure, they felt luckier, happier, and more likely to participate in risky behavior 

(Jiang, Cho & Adaval, 2009). These studies and others confirm that priming can elicit 

changes in affective responses, social judgment, and overt behavior (Renlai & Ying, 

2004). 

Superstitiousness and Individual Attributions 
 

 Because people are fully aware of the irrationality of superstitious attitudes 

(Kramer & Block, 2008), subconscious motives, rather than conscious ones, may best 

explain contradictory superstitious beliefs in otherwise sensible individuals. DeMarree 

and colleagues (2005) proposed an “active-self” theory, which states that environmental 

primes change behavior by altering self-perceptions. They hypothesized that social-

construct primes, coming from outside the self (such marketplace promotional 

advertising) can activate superstitious self-concepts and make them more accessible, 

resulting in subconscious behavior alignments or adoption of the concepts into one’s 
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existing self-perception. If, for example, a prime-activated sense of “feeling lucky” 

conflicts with the individual’s pre-prime neutral mood, he/she will most likely reduce 

dissonance—either consciously or subconsciously—by changing his/her behavior to align 

with the new sentiments (DeMarree et al., 2005). The largest behavioral effects are 

observed in participants with high self-consciousness (Hull & Levy, 1979) or low self-

monitoring (Synder, 1974). Self-conscious people demonstrate a greater effect than those 

who are not due to their self-relevant information processing; low self-monitors are also 

more affected than high self-monitors because they are most likely to change their self-

concepts in response to new information (Synder, 1974). In a study by DeMarree and 

colleagues (2005), low self-monitors did indeed demonstrate more drastic changes in 

judgment and behavior after priming than high self-monitors.   

 Locus of control also determines likelihood of superstition adoption and level of 

perceptibility to environmental cues. An internal locus indicates the individual’s 

reliability on his/her own actions, and an external locus indicates a reliability on others, 

fate, or chance (Rotter, 1966). An external locus of control is often correlated with strong 

superstitious beliefs. Similarly, Rudski (2001) has observed more superstitious attitudes 

and behaviors in populations with external loci of control, lower self-efficacies, and 

higher hypnotic susceptibilities. He also determines illusion of control (confidence in 

one’s future performance) and sense of self-efficacy (perceived worthiness of one’s owns 

skills in comparison with others’), as predictors of resorting to superstitious beliefs and 

rituals in challenging situations.  

 Individual desires for control can also predict priming’s influence on attitude and 

behavior. Keinan’s (2002) “motivation-control” theory states those with high desires for 
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control are the most likely to subconsciously develop superstitious thinking to regain lost 

control in stressful situations. However, in non-threatening, low-stress situations, there is 

little difference in degree of superstitiousness between individuals with high desires for 

control and those with low desires for control.   

 Because propagation of superstitious attitudes is both situational (activated by 

environmental cues) and particular (cognitively processed by the individual), people 

should be more aware of their thinking patterns—influence can be diminished with 

conscious awareness and effort (Devine, 1989). In hopes of promoting such cognitive 

reconstruction, many governments have launched anti-superstition campaigns that 

publicly target and disparage socially-shared superstitions. One of the earlier campaigns, 

the Haitian Anti-Superstitious Campaign (1941), sought to exterminate the practice of 

voodoo by having thousands of Haitians take public renunciation oaths. The Anti-

Superstition Campaign Manifesto in Africa currently aims to eradicate widespread belief 

in witchcraft. In countries such as Angola, Malawi, Nigeria, Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, 

Uganda, and the Congo, those wrongly accused of witchcraft are often murdered, 

tortured, or banished by their family members. In Angola and Tanzania, Africans 

continue to kill each other in ritual sacrifice and to secure human parts for lucky charms. 

Current anti-superstition movements in Africa oppose these and other barbarous acts 

(Igwe, 2009). In India, superstition is defined as “beliefs and practices which have no 

evidence to support them and are inconsistent with the degree of enlightenment reached 

by a community,” (Maharashtra Blind Faith Eradication Committee, 2011). Thus, the 

Indian government is also implementing several “eradication” crusades, and stresses 

scientific thinking as every citizen’s foremost duty. Furthermore, India’s numerous 
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science awareness programs, implemented throughout India, promote rationality and 

scientific mindsets in school-aged children (Maharashtra Blind Faith Eradication 

Committee, 2011). The goal of India’s and similar campaigns worldwide is to advance 

society through rationalization (George & Sreedhar, 2006).  

The current study examined the influence of anti-superstitious, pro-superstitious, 

and neutral primes on individual attitude and behavior. Compared to anti-superstitious or 

neutral primes, I hypothesized that pro-superstitious primes will increase scores of 

superstitiousness. Secondly, I predicted that, regardless of priming condition, participants 

with external loci of control will answer more superstitiously on subsequent measures 

than participants with internal loci. Finally, my third hypothesis was that, regardless of 

priming condition, participants with stronger superstitious self-concepts will also answer 

more superstitiously than participants with less strong ones. Potentially, the results of this 

study could help evaluate the effectiveness of current anti-superstition campaigns, 

provide possible explanations for individual and societal maintenance of superstitious 

beliefs, determine personality traits associated with high superstitiousness, and possibly 

contribute to the development of future superstitious measures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
9 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
Materials and Method  

 
 
 

Participants 
 

 One hundred ninety-four participants, ages 18 and up, were originally recruited 

from an online population through Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) 

crowdsourcing website. According to recent publications, the average MTurk user is 

older, more ethnically diverse, and has more work experience than the average university 

participant (Behrend, Sharek, Meade & Wiebe, 2011). In 2007, a comparison of data 

from an undergraduate sample and an MTurk sample revealed that MTurk participants: 1) 

behaved similarly to in-lab undergraduate participants, 2) came from an online pool of 

more than 100,000 workers in over 100 countries, 3) had more intrinsic interest in 

participation than in-lab participants, 4) demonstrated slightly higher levels of social 

desirability, and 5) generated more reliable data overall (Behrend et al., 2011). Eligible 

MTurk users could participate in the study by selecting it from Amazon.com’s list of 

available tasks (“HITs;” see Figure 1). Upon agreement to participate, users were 

randomly assigned to online conditions by the Qualtrics survey program.   

 From our initial sample of 194 participants, 46 were omitted due to incompletion: 

20 participants were omitted from the pro-superstitious condition, 19 from the anti-

superstitious condition, and 7 from the control condition. The final sample consisted of 

65 women and 83 men (N = 148). Ages ranged from 18 to 65 years old, with the majority 

of participants (76.4%) between 18 and 34 years of ages. Regarding level of education, 

most of the participants had obtained a four-year college degree (37.8%), a master’s 
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degree (27.0%), or a professional degree (1.4%). Across all conditions, the top 

occupations—accounting for approximately two-thirds of the sample—were 

management, professional, and related fields (27.9%), other fields (16.3%), and service-

related fields (15.6%) 

 
Materials 

 
 The study was created in Qualtrics’ research design program (Version 12.018), 

and listed on Amazon’s MTurk.com website as an available assignment. The study 

consisted of 69 total items compiled from three published measures of superstitiousness 

and one experimenter-constructed, unpublished measure. All measures are included in 

Appendix C.  

 
Experimenter-Constructed Priming Passage and Questionnaire  

 Participants read passages (see Appendix A) from a hypothetical bride-to-be 

(“Sue”) in one of three conditions. The pro-superstitious passage contained “destiny” 

terminology (“soul-mate,” “lucky,” “meant to be,” etc.) as defined by C.R. Knee (1998). 

The anti-superstitious passage also contained “destiny” terminology, but explicitly 

denounced such terms (“I do not believe in soul-mates,” “I do not believe in good or bad 

luck,” etc.), (Knee, 1998). The neutral passage contained “growth-oriented” themes such 

as “compatibility,” “careful and meticulous planning,” and “do not believe in soul-

mates.”  

 An accompanying experimenter-constructed questionnaire (see Appendix B) 

consisted of questions that probed for superstitiousness by calculating the frequency of 

positives on superstitious-probing questions (e.g., “Prior to the wedding, should Sue enter 



 
11 
 

a raffle to win a ‘dream honeymoon’ trip?,” “Should Sue hire a shaman to clear away 

‘bad spirits’ in the chapel prior to her wedding day?,” “On a scale of 1-10, if Sue broke a 

mirror on the morning of the wedding, how worried should Sue be about the outcome of 

the rest of the day?”). These questions all had dichotomous, trichotomous, or Likert-

scaled response options. By comparing the frequency of superstitious answer choices to 

neutral answer choices, differences in levels of post-priming superstitiousness can be 

assessed between priming conditions. Questions were written so that all answer choices 

appeared equally plausible. Participants were also led to believe that questions related 

only to Sue’s hypothetical wedding. To maintain this cover story, the experimenter 

questionnaire also contained several neutral questions, such as “Should Sue hire a choir 

for her wedding ceremony?,” “What color scheme would you plan?,” and “Should Sue 

send out digital wedding invitations?”  

 
Superstitiousness Scales 
 
 Two published measures of superstitious belief, the Superstitious Thinking 

Composite (STC) scale and the Belief in Good Luck (BGL) scale (Darke & Freedman, 

1997), were used in this study. The STC scale is comprised of two items from a 

paranormal beliefs scale (Jones, Russell & Nickel, 1977), four items from a luck scale 

(Stanovich & West, 1998a), four items from an extrasensory perception measure 

(Stanovich, 1989), and three items from a superstitious thinking scale (Epstein & Meier, 

1989). Item analyses were conducted on the nine items of the Superstitious Thinking 

Composite scale. All correlations were greater than .30 except for the item: “I do not 

believe in any superstitions,” (r = .13). Coefficient alpha for the STC scale was .76.   
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 For the Belief in Good Luck (Darke & Freedman, 1997) scale, a Cronbach’s alpha 

of 0.70 was attained through reliability analysis. All item correlations were greater than 

.30 except for the following items: “Nobody can win at games of chance in the long-run,” 

(r = -.15); “It’s a mistake to base any decisions on how lucky you feel,” (r = -.14); “I 

consider myself to be an unlucky person,” (r = .15); and “Luck is nothing more than 

random chance,” (r = .02). The published reliability for this scale is 0.63, (Darke & 

Freedman, 1997). Rather than measuring belief in traditional and socially-shared 

superstitions like the STC scale does, the BGL scale measures belief in personal luck. It 

also examines the relationship between internal or external attributions, and degree of 

superstitiousness. For example, those who have unstable and external attributions of 

success are more likely to trust in luck; individuals with stable and internal attributions 

have positive expectations for their future performance and, therefore, rely on ability 

rather than luck (Darke & Freedman, 1997). 

 For both of these measures, either overtly superstitious or non-superstitious 

beliefs were stated, with “agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” or “disagree” answer 

options available. Overall, the superstitious measures in this study demonstrate adequate 

internal consistency.  

 
 Rotter’s Locus of Control (LOC) scale. In this study, Rotter’s (1966) Locus of 

Control (LOC) scale measures the extent to which participants believe they can control 

external events. Each LOC item consists of an “external” statement (e.g. “Many unhappy 

things in people’s lives are partly due to bad luck”) and an “internal” statement (e.g. 

“People’s misfortunes result from the mistakes they make”). Participants must choose the 



 
13 
 

statement they most agree with. The scale is scored externally, so higher scores indicate 

more external orientations, and vice versa (Rotter, 1966). An internal consistency 

analysis of the scale yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.55. The only item on the scale with 

a correlation higher than .30 was: “In my case getting what I want has little or nothing to 

do with luck” vs. “Many times we might just as well decide what to do by flipping a 

coin”). All other items had correlations below .30. This represents inadequate internal 

consistency. In a national sample (N = 1000), Franklin (1963) published a correlation of 

0.69 for the Rotter’s LOC scale. Due to the poor reliability of the present LOC scale, 

items with the lowest correlations were omitted before further analysis. The revised 

Rotter’s Locus of Control scale contained 15 items, but still yielded an unsatisfactory 

alpha of 0.56.  

 In Table 1, we present correlations between scores on the superstitious measures 

and scores on superstitiousness, as measured by the experimenter-constructed 

questionnaire. 
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Procedure 

 Once a user selected the present study through the MTurk.com website, he/she 

was randomly placed into a condition (pro-superstitious, anti-superstitious, and control), 

and directed to a corresponding online URL. Prior to starting the study, the participant 

read and agreed to the Informed Consent Agreement (see Appendix D), which basically 

stated that the participant could exit the study at any time, and that answers were 

anonymous and kept confidential. Afterwards, the participant read a short passage, 

supposedly from a bride-to-be (“Sue”), describing her thoughts about the upcoming 

wedding. After the participant finished this passage, he/she was presented with 

hypothetical wedding scenarios, and experimenter-constructed questions probing for 
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superstitiousness. The participant was asked to plan the wedding however he/she desired. 

Because of this cover story, participants were naïve to the true nature of the experiment. 

After answering the experimenter questions, the participant answered items from two 

published scales of superstitiousness: the Superstitious Thinking Composite scale and the 

Belief in Good Luck scale, (Darke & Freedman, 1997). Final demographic questions 

asked for the participant’s gender, age, highest completed level of education, and 

occupation. In this section, participants were also asked to evaluate themselves, on a scale 

from 1 (“not at all superstitious”) to 9 (“extremely superstitious”) how superstitious they 

normally are. At the study’s conclusion, researcher contact information was provided in 

case of additional questions or concerns. The participant then received a unique 

confirmation code to be exchanged with Amazon.com for monetary compensation 

($0.15).  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Results   
 
 

 In our final sample, there were 148 total participants (83 men and 65 women). 

The majority of participants (76.4%) were between ages 18 and 24. There were 53 

participants in the pro-superstitious condition, 60 participants in the anti-superstitious 

condition, and 35 participants in the control condition. In the sample, 71.6% of 

participants had completed at least a four-year degree, and two (1.4%) had professional 

degrees. The top three occupations were: management, professional, and related (27.9%), 

service-related (15.6%), and other (16.3%). On a scale of 1-9 (with 1 as “not at all 

superstitious” and 9 as “extremely superstitious”), participants rated themselves as 

averagely superstitious (M = 4.95, SD = 2.25). A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

revealed there were no significant differences in self-ratings of superstitiousness between 

conditions, F (2, 145) = .055, p = .95). Therefore, differences between conditions in pre-

existing/inherent superstitiousness would not significantly influence post-priming results.   

 
Effects of Demographic Variables 

 
Gender  

 Independent-samples t tests were conducted to evaluate effects of gender on the 

three published superstitious measures. For Belief in Good Luck scores, the test was 

significant, t (100.56) = 1.97, p = .05. Overall, men (M = 32.64, SD = 4.17) expressed 

more belief in personal good luck than women did (M = 30.93, SD = 5.39). Independent-

samples t tests for self-reported levels of superstitiousness, Superstitious Composite 

Thinking scores, and Locus of Control scores were not significantly affected by gender. 
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Level of Education 
 
 A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to evaluate the relationship 

between participants’ level of education and self-evaluations of their superstitious belief. 

The independent variable, highest completed level of education, included six tiers: high 

school/GED, some college, two-year college degree, four-year college degree, master’s 

degree, and professional degree. The dependent variable was participants’ self-

evaluations of their superstitiousness (“On a scale of 1-9, with 1 as ‘not at all 

superstitious’ and 9 as ‘extremely superstitious,’ how superstitious would you judge 

yourself to be?”). The ANOVA was significant, F (5, 142) = 2.28, p = .05. The strength 

of the relationship between highest level of education completed and self-reported level 

of superstitiousness, as assessed by η2, was medium, with level of education accounting 

for 7% of the variance in the dependent variable. Although there were no significant post-

hoc comparisons, participants with master’s degrees (M = 4.33, SD = 2.21) tended to 

judge themselves as less superstitious than did those with two-year college degrees (M = 

6.00, SD = 1.65).  

 
Employment 
 
 A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to evaluate the relationship 

between participants’ occupations and total number of superstitious answers. The 

ANOVA was not significant between different occupations, or between the employed and 

unemployed.  
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Effects of Priming Condition on Superstitiousness 
 
 

 A multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate how well the 

superstitious measures in this study predicted frequency of superstitious answer choices 

on the experimenter-constructed questionnaire. Predictors were STC, BGL, and Rotter’s 

LOC scores, and the criterion variable was frequency of superstitious answer choices (on 

experimenter-constructed questionnaire). The linear combination of superstitious 

measures was not significantly related to frequency of superstitious choices, F (3, 104) = 

1.13, p = n.s. The sample multiple correlation coefficient was .18, indicating that in our 

sample, approximately 3% of variance in frequency can be accounted for by the linear 

combination of superstition measures. None of the bivariate correlations between the 

superstitious measures and frequency of superstitious answers were statistically 

significant, although the Superstitious Thinking Composite scale seemed to best predict 

responses on experimenter-constructed items, after controlling for the other measures , t 

(107) = 1.70, p = .09. Table 2 below contains the strengths of the superstitious measures 

in accounting for variance in superstitiousness. Overall, scores on the superstitious 

measures account for approximately 3% of the variance in responses on the 

experimenter-constructed items.  
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 The main hypothesis predicts that participants exposed to pro-superstitious primes 

will more often select superstitious answers to experimenter questions than will 

participants primed with non-superstitious or neutral cues. Two-way contingency table 

analyses were conducted to test this prediction. For each analysis, the two variables were: 

priming condition with three levels (pro-superstitious, non-superstitious, and control), 

and response to experimenter questions, with either two or three levels depending on the 

question (e.g. “yes/no,” “July 10th/July 13th/July 17th,” etc.). However, analyses revealed 

that only some experimenter-constructed items were significant or trended significance 

(see Table 3).With a question asking whether Sue should have her wedding reception on 

July 10th, July 13th, or July 17th (with superstitiousness defined by avoidance of the 13th 
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date), priming condition and answer choice was significantly related, Pearson χ² (4, N = 

149) = 11.27, p = .024. The proportions of participants in each condition (superstitious, 

non-superstitious, and control) that picked the superstitious answer choices (“July 10th” 

and “July 17th”) were .65, .48, and .46, respectively. These results reveal that the pro-

superstitious priming condition was most likely to select superstitious answer choices, as 

compared to the non-superstitiously primed or control conditions. In this particular 

question, the superstitious condition significantly avoided the unlucky “13th” date more 

often, whereas the non-superstitious and control conditions did not avoid any one date.   

 In an item inquiring if Sue should hire a shaman to clear away ‘bad spirits’ prior 

to her wedding day, relationship between priming condition and answer choice trended 

towards significance, Pearson χ² (2, N = 148) = 4.28, p = .12. The proportions of 

participants in each condition (superstitious, non-superstitious, and control) who 

answered “yes” to this item were .52, .33, and .47, respectively. Although the relationship 

between priming condition and response pattern was not significant, the superstitious 

condition was the most likely to answer “yes” to a shaman, and the non-superstitious 

condition least likely to do so. 
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Effect of LOC and Self-Concept on Superstitiousness 
 
 A correlation coefficient was computed between participant superstitiousness self-

ratings and total number of superstitious answer choices on the experimenter-constructed 

measure. The results show a significant correlation (p < .05), and the size of the observed 

effect (Pearson r = .166) was small.  

 A multiple regression analysis was conducted to predict the total number of 

superstitious answers from priming condition and locus of control. Since all participants 
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scored towards an external locus of control (M = 1.01, SD = .12), participants were 

further separated into two sub-groups, prior to analysis, based on degree of externality: 

participants with an average score of 0.50 or less were in the “external” group (n = 76), 

and participants with an average score of 0.51 or more were placed into a “more external” 

group (n = 52). The results of the analysis indicated that both predictors did not account 

for a significant amount of variance in superstitious answer choices, F(1, 126) = .47, p = 

n.s.  

 A second analysis was conducted to evaluate whether participant self-rating 

predicted total superstitious answers over and above priming condition and locus of 

control. Self-rating did not account for a significant proportion R² change = .02, F(1, 123) 

= 2.19, p = n.s. However, self-rating did account for 2 % more of the total variance in 

superstitious answer choices than the other two variables alone.  

 Because the Belief in Good Luck scale also measures internal and external 

attributions, a correlation coefficient analysis was conducted between BGL scores and 

total number of superstitious answer choices. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Discussion 
 
 

 Results support the primary hypothesis that pro-superstitious priming can 

influence inclination towards superstitious attitudes and behaviors. On superstitious 

items, the pro-superstitious priming condition had the highest average superstitiousness 

score on the experimenter-constructed measure, and the anti-superstitious priming 

condition had the lowest average score. As expected, the neutral priming condition’s 

average superstitiousness score was between that of the other two conditions. However, 

this particular trend occurred on only a few specific items. 

 A second hypothesis states that, regardless of priming condition, participants with 

external and unstable attributions of events will be more superstitious than participants 

with internal and stable attributions. Thirdly, participants with stronger superstitious self-

concepts are expected to have higher degrees of superstitiousness.  Results did not 

support the second hypothesis, but supported the third hypothesis.   

 Finally, results did not support the third hypothesis that a more external locus of 

control would correlate with stronger superstitious beliefs. On the BGL scale, unstable 

and external attributions of success are more likely to trust in luck. In our study, 

participants actually demonstrate a reverse trend, with internally-focused individuals 

scoring higher on superstitiousness. An internal reliability is on individual thoughts and 

actions, while an external reliability is on others, fate, or chance. Perhaps because this 

study was entirely online and hypothetical, participants felt they were relying on their 
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own thoughts and actions, rather than envisioning the superstitious concepts that affected 

Sue. However, these trends might be too trivial statistically to consider more in-depth.  

Limitations 

The present study is limited due to its convenience sampling method. MTurk 

samples could also be ethnically, socioeconomically, and culturally different from the 

standard American undergraduate sample. Because of this, one cannot reliably make 

inferences and generalizations about the total population from the sample. Regarding 

representation issues, this sample might have overrepresented participants with computer 

proficiency, work in management, professional, and related fields, or have non-American 

backgrounds. Significant cultural differences might bias responses; universality of 

superstitious beliefs and rituals might not exist for culture-specific superstitions. Finally, 

because MTurk participants only remotely studies online, many variables cannot be 

controlled as would be possible in a physical lab setting. For example, we cannot ensure 

the participant’s level of distractibility, time constraints, etc. during the study.  

A limitation also exists regarding the experimenter-constructed measure and 

Rotter’s Locus of Control scale. The experimenter-constructed measure still awaits 

construct validation. Rotter’s LOC scale has inadequate internal consistency; one should 

be cautious in interpreting its results. Also, most questions in this study forced categorical 

answers. Rather, participants’ sentiments might instead lay on a continuum. By forcing 

responses, the study risks lack of response variability and conservatism.  

 Finally, future replications should incorporate subliminal primes. Stimuli 

perceived on a conscious level, such as the reading passages in this study, can elicit 

strategies that counteract the influence of the stimulus. This does not happen when 
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individuals are not consciously aware of the priming stimuli (Renlai & Ying, 2004). 

When people are aware of how a stimulus may influence their judgments or behavior, 

they actively suppress any behaviors or attitudes in line with the stimulus. Because 

superstitiousness is generally an undesirable characteristic, participants may be further 

motivated to express non-superstitious attitudes. 

 
Conclusions 

 
 In this study, it was notable that priming condition had less of an effect on 

superstitious attitude than did individual attributions, particularly participants’ self-

ratings of their superstitiousness. There is strong evidence that individuals with 

superstitious self-concepts tend to be more superstitious, regardless of prime exposure. 

Furthermore, these superstitious individuals might be more affected by priming because 

of the self-relevant stimuli. With priming, because primes subconsciously trigger pre-

existing, internal attitudes, concepts, and stereotypes (Bargh et al., 1996). Activation of 

superstitious self-concepts by relevant primes makes these self-concepts more imminent 

and can result in subconscious behavior alignments or adoption of the beliefs. 

If self-concept is an influential factor in determining superstitiousness, efforts at 

eradicating superstition, such national anti-superstition programs, should attempt to 

internalize anti-superstitious attitudes in its populations from youth, rather than through 

environmental stimuli such as public propaganda. However, some research suggests that 

superstitious thinking might be an inherent part of human nature due to our need for 

control. Superstitious thinking develops or increases in highly anxious, risky, or uncertain 

situations (Case et al., 2004) that situations offer little or no control. Consequently, 
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people tend to create control and order by constructing patterns out of “noise,” i.e. 

superstitious beliefs (Torgler, 2007; Kay, Whitson, Gaucher & Galinksy, 2009). Torgler’s 

(2007) most superstitious countries share the characteristic of societal instability. So, a 

possible explanation for why a general superstitiousness still exists in rapidly advancing 

societies, is that the unstable and dynamic nature of modernization undermines 

socioeconomic and cultural security (Friedman, 1999), and elicit compensatory control 

methods, such as superstitiousness, in the populations.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Priming Reading Passages 
 
 

Pro-superstitious Passage 

 "I believe in destiny and I believe in soul-mates. I am so lucky that John and I get 

along so well. After all, our astrology signs are compatible. I knew we were meant to be 

from the moment we were introduced to each other. I think our meeting was destiny. 

John is adventurous, exciting and passionate and I attribute this to his being a Sagittarius. 

I want seven bridesmaids on my wedding day because I believe this is a lucky number. 

Since I believe luck will be on my side, I will not stress about being careful or meticulous 

in planning this wedding. Knock on wood!" 

 

Anti-superstitious Passage 

 "I believe in compatibility and I do not believe in soul-mates. I am so satisfied 

that John and I get along so well. After all, our personality types are compatible. I knew 

we would get along excellently from the moment we were introduced to each other at that 

science convention. I think our meeting was a good coincidence, but definitely not 

destiny as some have suggested. John is adventurous, exciting and passionate. He 

attributes this to being a Sagittarius but I definitely do not believe in that astrology stuff. I 

want four to six bridesmaids on my wedding day because I believe this is a balanced 

number. Since I do not believe in good or bad luck, I will be very careful and meticulous 

in planning this wedding. I know things will go well!" 
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Neutral Passage 

 "I believe in marriage and I believe in life-mates. I am so happy that John and I 

get along so well. After all, our personalities are compatible. I knew we would start 

dating the moment we were introduced to each other at a BBQ. I think our meeting was a 

good coincidence. John is adventurous, exciting and passionate and I attribute this as a 

part of his personality. I want six bridesmaids on my wedding day because I have six best 

friends. Since I want this day to be a successful day, I will be very careful and meticulous 

in planning this wedding. I’m ready! " 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Experimenter-Constructed Items 
 
 

1. Should Sue and John attend pre-marital counseling?  

 -Yes 

 -No 

2. What pre-wedding photo background would you plan?  

 -blank screen 

 -city scene of Manhattan 

 -country scene of France  

3. What wedding color scheme would you plan? 

 -Blue and white 

 -Red and white 

 -Green and white  

4. Should Sue send out digital wedding invitations? 

 -Yes 

 -No 

*5. Prior to the wedding, should Sue enter a raffle to win a “dream honeymoon” trip?  

 -Yes 

 -No  

6. Should Sue hire a choir for her wedding ceremony? 

 -Yes 

 -No 
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*7. Should Sue hire a shaman to clear away “bad spirits” in the chapel prior to her 

wedding day?  

 -Yes 

 -No 

*8. Sue’s mother has a lucky garner that she wore to her own wedding. Should Sue also 

wear the garner even if it contrasts sharply with the wedding color scheme?  

 -Yes 

 -No 

*9. On a scale of 1-10, how persistent should Sue be in pursuing the old superstition to 

include something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue into her 

wedding?  

*10. On the day of the wedding, what dressing room arrangement would you plan?  

 -Groom and bride in same room 

 -Groom and bride in separate rooms 

11. If one of Sue’s bridesmaids ripped her dress right before the wedding ceremony, how 

worried should Sue be about the rest of the day on a scale of 1-10?  

*12. If Sue broke a mirror the morning of the wedding, how worried should Sue be about 

the rest of the day on a scale of 1-10?  

*13. On a scale of 1-10, how much do you think Sue should relax and “leave things to 

chance?”  

14. Should Sue blog about her overall wedding planning experience? 

 -Yes 

 -No  
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*15. Sue prefers the month of July for her wedding reception. She is free the following 

dates. Please pick one.  

 -July 10th 

 -July 13th 

 -July 17th 

*16. For the honeymoon, what floor of the hotel should John and Sue’s honeymoon suite 

be on?  

 -13th floor  

 -14th floor 

 -12th floor  

*17. Overall, on a scale of 1-10, how blessed do you consider Sue’s life to be?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* indicates question probing for superstitiousness  
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APPRENDIX C 
 

Superstitious Thinking Composite Scale/Belief in Good Luck Scale/Locus of Control 
Scale/General Demographics Questionnaire 

 
 

Superstitious Thinking Composite Scale  
 
 
1.  I have personal possessions that bring me luck at times.  

2.  The number 13 is unlucky.  

3.  It is bad luck to have a black cat cross your path.  

4.  Opening an umbrella indoors will increase one's chances of misfortune in the near 

future. 

5.  It is advisable to consult your horoscope daily.   

6.  Astrology can be useful in making personality judgments. 

7.  I have found that talking about successes that I am looking forward to can keep them 

from happening.  

8.  I do not believe in any superstitions.  

9.  When something good happens to me, I believe it is likely to be balanced by 

something bad. 
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Belief in Good Luck Scale (True/False) 
 
 
a) Luck plays an important part in everyone’s life. 

b) Some people are consistently lucky, and others are unlucky. 

c) I consider myself to be a lucky person. 

d) I believe in luck. 

e) I often feel like it’s my lucky day.  

f) Nobody can win at games of chance in the long-run. 

g) I consistently have good luck. 

h) I tend to win games of chance.  

i) It’s a mistake to base any decisions on how lucky 

you feel. 

j) Luck works in my favor. 

k) I don’t mind leaving things to chance because I’m a lucky person. 

l) Even the things in life I can’t control tend to go my way because I’m lucky. 

m) I consider myself to be an unlucky person. 

n) There is such a thing as luck that favors some people, but not others. 

o) Luck is nothing more than random chance. 
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Rotter’s Locus of Control Scale  
 
 
Each item below has two options a. or b.  For each item, please choose the option (a or b) 

that you agree with the most. 

1. a.   Many unhappy things in people’s lives are partly due to bad luck. 

 b.   People’s misfortunes result from the mistakes they make.  

2.   a.  One of the major reasons why we have wars is because people don’t take 

 enough interest in politics. 

 b. There will always be wars, no matter how hard people try to prevent them. 

3. a.  In the long run people get the respect they deserve in this world. 

 b. Unfortunately, an individual’s worth often passes unrecognized no matter how 

 hard he/she tries. 

4. a.  The idea that teachers are unfair to students is nonsense. 

 b. Most students don’t realize the extent to which their grades are influenced by 

 accidental happenings. 

5. a.  Without the right breaks one cannot be an effective leader. 

 b. Capable people who fail to become leaders have not taken advantage of their 

 opportunities. 

6. a.  No matter how hard you try some people just don’t like you. 

` b.  People who can’t get others to like them don’t understand how to get along 

 with others. 

7.   a.  I have often found that what is going to happen will happen. 
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 b. Trusting to fate has never turned out as well for me as making a decision to 

 take a definite course of action. 

8. a.  In the case of the well-prepared student that is rarely if ever such a thing as an 

 unfair test. 

 b. Many times exam questions tend to be so unrelated to course work that 

 studying is really useless. 

9. a.  Becoming a success is a matter of hard work, luck has little or nothing to do 

 with it. 

 b. Getting a good job depends mainly on being in the right place at the right time. 

10. a.  The average citizen can have an influence in government decisions. 

 b. This world is run by the few people in power, and there is not much the little 

 guy can do about it.  

11. a.  When I make plans, I am almost certain that I can make them work. 

 b. It is not always wise to plan too far ahead because many things turn out to be a 

 matter  of good or bad fortune anyhow. 

12. a.  In my case getting what I want has little or nothing to do with luck. 

 b. Many times we might just as well decide what to do by flipping a coin. 

13. a.  Who gets to be the boss often depends on who was lucky enough to be in the 

 right place first. 

 b. Getting people to do the right thing depends upon ability; luck has little or 

 nothing to do with it. 

14. a.  As far as world affairs are concerned, most of us are the victims of forces we 

 can neither understand nor control. 
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 b. By taking an active part in political and social affairs, the people can control 

 world events. 

15. a.  Most people don’t realize the extent to which their lives are controlled by 

 accidental happenings. 

 b. There really is no such thing as “luck.” 

16. a.  It is hard to know whether or not a person really likes you. 

 b. How many friends you have depends on how nice a person you are. 

17. a.  In the long run the bad things that happen to us are balanced by the good ones. 

 b. Most misfortunes are the result of lack of ability, ignorance, laziness, or all 

 three. 

18. a.  With enough effort we can wipe out political corruption. 

 b. It is difficult for people to have much control over the things politicians do in 

 office. 

19. a.  Sometimes I can’t understand how teachers arrive at the grades they give. 

 b. There is a direct connection between how hard I study and the grades I get. 

20. a.  Many times I feel that I have little influence over the things that happen to me. 

 b. It is impossible for me to believe that chance or luck plays an important role in 

 my life. 

21. a.  People are lonely because they don’t try to be friendly. 

 b. There’s not much use in try too hard to please people, if they like you, they like 

 you. 

22. a.  What happens to me is my own doing. 
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 b. Sometimes I feel that I don’t have enough control over the direction my life is 

 taking. 

23. a.  Most of the time I can’t understand why politicians behave the way they do. 

 b. In the long run the people are responsible for bad government on a national as 

 well as a local level.  
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General Demographics Questionnaire 
 

1. What is your gender? 

2. What is your age? 

3. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

4. Please indicate your occupation.  

5. On a scale of 1-10, how superstitious would you judge yourself to be? 
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APPRENDIX D 
 

Online Informed Consent Agreement 
 
 

Please read this consent agreement carefully before agreeing to participate in 

this study.  

Purpose of the experiment: 

The purpose of this study is to examine the dynamics of the wedding 

planner/bridal client professional relationship.   

What you will do in this experiment: 

In this study you will be asked to read a short passage written by a hypothetical 

bride-to-be and then answer a set of questions relating to the planning of a 

wedding.   

Time required: 

This study will take about 20 minutes to complete. 

Benefits: 

For your participation you will receive $0.15 credited to your Amazon.com 

account.  You may also gain first-hand information about how some psychology 

research is conducted. 

Questions: 

The principal investigator who designed this study will be happy to answer any 

questions that you have about your participation in this study. Contact information 

is listed below under “Contact.” 

Minimal Risks: 
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Because the survey contains questions about your demographic information, 

thoughts, and feelings, it is possible (but unlikely) that you may feel 

uncomfortable answering some of these questions. If you do, simply leave the 

question blank. 

Participation and withdrawal: 

Your participation in this experiment is completely voluntary.  Refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty to your Amazon.com account.  You may also 

discontinue participation at any time without penalty.  

Confidentiality: 

Your participation in this experiment will remain confidential and your identity 

will not be stored with your data.  We will use a code number to link your survey 

with other responses.  Only the principal investigator will have access to your 

data. 

Internet/Web-Survey Disclaimer: 

As you may be aware, electronic communication may be subject to interception, 

illegally by another party, while the information is in transit. Therefore, it is 

possible that your information might be seen by another party and the researchers 

cannot control whether that happens. Although none of the information requested 

is of a personal nature, if you are concerned about your data security, you may 

exit the survey at any time. 

 

 

 



 
42 
 

Contact: If you have any questions about this research please contact the principal 

investigator: Hien Nguyen, Baylor University, Waco, TX  76798-7334; 

h_nguyen@baylor.edu  

Agreement: 

The purpose and nature of this research have been sufficiently explained. By 

clicking on “I Agree,” I agree to participate in this study. (Please print or save a 

copy of this page for your records. 
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