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Why People Are Reluctant to Tempt Fate
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The present research explored the belief that it is bad Iuck to “tempt fate.” Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated
that people do indeed have the intuition that actions that tempt fate increase the likelihood of negative
outcomes. Studies 3—6 examined our claim that the intuition is due, in large part, to the combination of
the automatic tendencies to attend to negative prospects and to use accessibility as a cue when judging
likelihood. Study 3 demonstrated that negative outcomes are more accessible following actions that tempt
fate than following actions that do not tempt fate. Studies 4 and 5 demonstrated that the heightened
accessibility of negative outcomes mediates the elevated perceptions of likelihood. Finally, Study 6
examined the automatic nature of the underlying processes. The types of actions that are thought to tempt
fate as well as the role of society and culture in shaping this magical belief are discussed.
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It is an irony of the post-Enlightenment world that so many
people who don’t believe in fate refuse to tempt it. Why are people
afraid to comment on a streak of success if they reject the notion
that the universe punishes such modest acts of hubris (Ferm, 1989;
Will, 2002)? Why do people feel that if they exchange a lottery
ticket it will become more likely to win, even when they cannot
cite any conceivable mechanism by which the odds could change
(Risen & Gilovich, 2007)? Why do so many people feel that it’s
more likely to rain if they don’t bring their umbrella or that a
maddeningly slow checkout line at the grocery store is likely to
speed up the moment they leave it in search of a speedier line
(Miller & Taylor, 1995)? It is to these questions that the present
research was addressed.

Although these beliefs are puzzling in many respects, consider-
able insight into their nature is provided by recent “two systems”
accounts of everyday judgment (Epstein, Lipson, Hostein, & Huh,
1992; Evans, 2007; Kahneman & Frederick, 2002; Sloman, 1996;
Stanovich, 1999). Such accounts explain how people can be “of
two minds” about such beliefs and propositions. People’s rational
faculties, aided by formal education, tells them that there is no
mechanism by which, say, a television announcer’s comment
about a basketball player’s streak of consecutive free-throws can
cause the player to miss his next shot. Nevertheless, a set of
associations built up and stored by the intuitive system can give
people a very strong “gut feeling” that such comments do in fact
bring bad luck. Perhaps the most clear-cut manifestation of this
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conflict between intuition and reason comes from participants who
knowingly choose a dominated option. In one notable study,
participants explicitly stated that they knew they had a better
chance of drawing a red jelly bean from an urn with one red jelly
bean and nine white jelly beans than they did of drawing it from an
urn with 8 red beans and 92 white beans—but still couldn’t help
themselves from drawing from the urn with 8 potential winners
(Denes-Raj & Epstein, 1994).

The belief that it is bad luck to tempt fate reflects, for most
people, the same dualism. They believe that “there is no such
thing” as bad luck, and yet they have a strong intuition, or “feel-
ing,” that bad things happen to people who tempt fate. For exam-
ple, students who were asked to respond rationally stated that an
exchanged lottery ticket was no more likely to win than any other
ticket. Students who were asked to respond intuitively, however,
reported that exchanging a ticket made it more likely to win (Risen
& Gilovich, 2007). How do such intuitions arise?

We contend that the belief that it is bad luck to tempt fate is
largely the result of two automatic mental processes. The first is
the tendency for people’s thoughts and attention to be drawn
disproportionately to negative stimuli and prospects over positive
stimuli and prospects. This tendency is reflected in the phenome-
non of loss aversion (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1991; Kah-
neman & Tversky, 1979); in the tendency for scowling faces to
“pop out” of arrays of happy faces (Hansen & Hansen, 1988; see
also Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2003); in the longer latency to name the
color of negative adjectives in a Stroop task (Pratto & John, 1991);
and, more generally, in the tendency for negative stimuli to pack a
bigger psychological punch than positive stimuli (Baumeister,
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; Rozin & Royzman,
2001).

Our argument is that people correctly anticipate that they would
feel bad if they were caught in an agonizingly slow line at the
grocery store or if they were caught in a thunderstorm without an
umbrella. And they anticipate, again correctly, that they would feel
even worse if they had moved to a slow checkout line from another
or if they had thought about bringing an umbrella but chose not to
(Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; Roese & Olson, 1995; Zeelenberg, van
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Dijk, Manstead, & van der Pligt, 2000). We contend that because
potential outcomes such as these would be particularly aversive,
they are particularly likely to capture one’s attention and imagi-
nation.

Second, having captured the imagination, the subjective proba-
bility of such outcomes is enhanced. Past research has established
that merely imagining an event makes it seem more likely to occur
(Carroll, 1978; Gregory, Cialdini, & Carpenter, 1982; Sherman,
Cialdini, Schwartzman, & Reynolds, 1985). Imagining an outcome
increases its accessibility and lends it a feeling of fluency that
enhances its subjective likelihood (Kelly & Jacoby, 1998; Schwarz
et al.,, 1991; Tversky & Kahneman, 1973). Putting these two
phenomena together, we contend that negative outcomes that
(would) result from actions that tempt fate are anticipated to be
particularly aversive and therefore (a) capture the imagination and,
(b) having done so, are seen as more likely than negative outcomes
that result from actions that don’t tempt fate.

Miller and Taylor (1995) advanced a similar analysis to explain
why people are reluctant to take certain actions that depart from
the status quo. They argued that people refrain from such things as
switching answers on a multiple-choice test or changing lines at
the grocery-store checkout counter for two reasons. First, they
anticipate how much they would regret doing so if the action
turned out badly and so they avoid acting to avoid having to kick
themselves for their mistake. Second, because they do indeed kick
themselves whenever they take such actions and they turn out
badly, experiences of acting and being punished for doing so tend
to become overrepresented in memory. Thus, people end up be-
lieving that bad outcomes are more likely to happen if they take
action than if they stick with the status quo.

Our analysis builds on that of Miller and Taylor (1995) in two
ways. First, we note that it is not just negative outcomes that
follow from actions that depart from the status quo that are
experienced as particularly aversive. One can tempt fate in other
ways. And when any action that tempts fate goes awry, whether it
involves a departure from the status quo or not, it is experienced as
especially negative. In its broadest sense, to tempt fate is “to do
something that is risky or dangerous” (McKean, 2005). Thus, one
can tempt fate by leaving one’s house unlocked, skateboarding
without a helmet, or serving as a photojournalist in a war zone. In
this sense, one can tempt fate simply by leaving oneself exposed
(i.e., not being prepared for what the universe may throw at you).
But the term also applies to actions whose risk comes from the
possibility of offending the gods (reflected in the phrase “to tempt
God,” recorded as far back as the 1300s), the universe, or fate
(with the phrase “to tempt fate” appearing around 1700; Simpson
& Weiner, 1989). As we elaborate further in the general discus-
sion, one is most frequently seen as tempting fate when one is
unusually arrogant (e.g., by being presumptuous about the future).
Commenting on a streak of success, for example, can be seen as a
reflection of hubris and presumptuousness rather than simply a
departure from the status quo, and when it precedes a downturn in
performance, that downturn is especially salient and especially
painful. And, like actions that depart from the status quo, calling
attention to ongoing success is thought to be something of a jinx
(Ferm, 1989; Risen, Gilovich, Kruger, & Savitsky, 2007; Will,
2002).

Our analysis also differs from Miller and Taylor’s (1995), in that
their account involves psychological processes that occur over

time and retrospectively. That is, past departures from the status
quo that went awry are particularly salient and memorable, which
distorts one’s intuitive database and makes it seem as if future
departures from the status quo are especially risky. Our account, in
contrast, involves psychological processes that operate prospec-
tively and apply to possible courses of action never before taken or
even considered. A student who has never failed to do the reading
for class merely has to imagine what it would be like to be called
on by the instructor without being properly prepared to get a sense
of how aversive it would be. Picturing such an aversive outcome,
furthermore, elevates its subjective likelihood. This leads to the
impression— consciously denied by some but not others—that one
is more likely to be called on in class if one has not done the
reading than if one has.

In the six studies reported here, we examined the belief that
actions that tempt fate increase the likelihood of negative out-
comes. We also examined the psychological processes that we
argue are largely responsible for such a belief.

Overview of Studies

We contend that people overestimate the likelihood of negative
outcomes following behaviors that tempt fate because people are
drawn to think more about negative possibilities, which makes
those possibilities easier to imagine and therefore more accessible.
The greater accessibility of such outcomes is then used as a cue to
their likelihood, which enhances their subjective probability of
occurrence. Studies 1 and 2 examined whether participants believe
that negative outcomes are more likely following behaviors that
tempt fate. Study 3 used the scenarios from Studies 1 and 2, but
instead of asking participants to rate the perceived likelihood of the
pertinent negative outcomes, we examined the accessibility of
those imagined outcomes. Study 4 investigated whether accessi-
bility mediated participants’ likelihood judgments and Study 5
examined, experimentally, the causal role of accessibility on like-
lihood judgments. Finally, in Study 6, we used a cognitive load
manipulation to disrupt effortful processing and determine whether
System 1 is responsible for the effects of negativity and accessi-
bility on judgments of likelihood.

Study 1

Study 1 was designed to examine whether people believe that
negative outcomes are more likely following a behavior that
tempts fate. Participants read either that Jon tempted fate by acting
presumptuously or that he acted cautiously and avoided tempting
fate. We predicted that participants would judge the likelihood of
the negative outcome to be higher when Jon tempted fate than
when he did not.

Method

Participants.  Sixty-two Cornell undergraduates were ran-
domly approached on campus and asked to participate.

Materials and procedure. Participants read a scenario in
which Jon recently finished applying to graduate school and that
Stanford was his top choice. The scenario specitied that, typical of
Jon’s mother’s optimistic nature, she sent him a Stanford T-shirt in
the mail. Participants read either that Jon decided to stuff the shirt
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in the bottom of the drawer while awaiting Stanford’s decision or
that he decided to wear the shirt the next day. Participants were
then asked to indicate how likely they believed it was that Stanford
would offer Jon acceptance by circling a number between 0 and
10, with 0 labeled not at all likely and 10 labeled extremely likely.

Results and Discussion

As predicted, participants believed that Jon was less likely to be
accepted to Stanford if he tempted fate by wearing the Stanford
T-shirt (M = 5.19, SD = 1.35) than if he stuffed it in the drawer
(M = 6.13, SD = 1.02), 1(60) = 3.01, p < .01, d = 0.78. We
contend that they believe Jon is less likely to be accepted when he
acts presumptuously because participants anticipate that it would
feel particularly aversive to be rejected after donning the Stanford
shirt and, precisely because it is more aversive, it jumps to mind
more readily and therefore seems especially likely. To ensure that
people do indeed anticipate that a given outcome would be more
painful when it follows an action that tempts fate, we had a
separate group of participants evaluate how someone would feel
after being rejected. We found that 90% of participants thought
that a person would be more upset by being rejected from Stanford
after having worn a Stanford shirt than after having stuffed the
shirt in the drawer, x2(l, N = 20) = 12.80, p < .001.

We contend that the difference in likelihood judgments reflects
participants’ true feelings about what is likely to happen to Jon. It
is possible, however, that participants’ judgments reflect what they
want to happen rather than what they think is actually likely to
happen. That is, participants may prefer that Jon be denied admis-
sion if he is cocky enough to wear the shirt, and they may have
expressed this desire in their likelihood judgments.

We tested this possibility in Study 2 by having some participants
imagine themselves tempting fate and other participants imagine
someone else doing so. Because people do not want to see them-
selves punished, if participants believe that negative outcomes are
more likely to happen when they themselves tempt fate, it suggests
that their likelihood judgments reflect their beliefs about what will
happen rather than their desires.

Study 2

Participants were randomly assigned to imagine their own be-
havior or the behavior of a random student in class (Jon). Half of
the participants in each condition were randomly assigned to
imagine that they (Jon) had tempted fate and the other half imag-
ined that they (Jon) had not. We predicted that participants who
imagined a student tempting fate would more easily call a pertinent
negative outcome to mind and would therefore judge the negative
outcome to be more likely compared with participants who did not
imagine the student tempting fate. We predicted that this would be
equally true for participants imagining their own actions or the
actions of someone else.

Method

Participants. One hundred twenty Cornell undergraduates
were randomly approached on campus and asked to participate.

Materials and procedure. Participants read one of four sce-
narios and answered the likelihood question that followed. The

scenario had participants imagine themselves or another student
(Jon) in a large lecture class and to further imagine that they (or
Jon) had done the reading for class or had not. The scenario went
on to describe the professor asking the class a question, but no
answer was given. The class was described as sitting in silence for
2 min before the professor explained that if no one volunteered, he
would choose someone randomly. Participants were then asked to
indicate how likely they believed it was that they (Jon) would be
called on by circling a number between 0 and 10, with 0 labeled
not at all likely and 10 labeled extremely likely.

Results and Discussion

As predicted, a 2 (behavior: had read vs. had not read) X 2
(protagonist: self vs. Jon) analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded
the predicted main effect of behavior. Participants believed that
students were more likely to be called on if they had not done the
reading (M = 3.43, SD = 2.34) than if they had (M = 2.53, SD =
2.24), F(1, 116) = 4.60, p < .05, d = 0.39. There was no effect
for protagonist nor an interaction, F's < 1. Furthermore, looking
just at judgments for the self, the results reveal that participants
believed that they would be more likely to be called on by the
professor when they had not done the reading (M = 3.77, SD =
2.43) than when they had done the reading (M = 2.47, SD = 2.19),
1(58) = 2.18, p < .05, d = 0.56. Because it is unlikely that
participants want to be called on when they are unprepared, this
suggests that the likelihood judgments reflect participants’ beliefs
about what is likely to occur, not their desires.

Together, the results of Studies 1 and 2 indicate that people
believe that negative outcomes are more likely following behav-
iors that tempt fate. Participants thought that Jon was less likely to
be accepted when he wore the T-shirt than when he stuffed it in his
drawer and that it was more likely that students would be called on
when they did not do the reading than when they did. Furthermore,
because people believe that they themselves would suffer negative
consequences if they tempted fate, this belief appears to reflect
participants’ intuitions about what would happen and not what
they would like to see happen.

Study 3

We contend that the beliefs documented in Studies 1 and 2 are
due to the fact that people know that a negative outcome that
follows an action that tempts fate will be experienced as particu-
larly negative. Because such an outcome would be so negative, it
captures imagination and, having captured one’s imagination, it
becomes highly accessible. The negative outcome’s enhanced ac-
cessibility, in turn, makes it seem especially likely (Kahneman,
2003; Kelly & Jacoby, 1998; Schwarz et al., 1991; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1973).

As a first step in testing this account, we measured the acces-
sibility of negative outcomes in Study 3. Participants read stories
in which the protagonist did or did not tempt fate and then were
asked to indicate as quickly as possible whether a one-sentence
ending fit the story they just read or whether it constituted a non
sequitur. To the extent that reading the story led participants to call
to mind the subsequently presented ending, it should be highly
accessible, and as a result, participants should be quick to indicate
that it constituted a sensible ending to the story (Higgins, 1996;
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Neely, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979). Conversely, to the extent that
the story did not activate a particular ending, participants should be
slow to indicate that it made sense.

Method

Participants. Two hundred eleven Cornell undergraduates
participated in exchange for earn course credit in their psychology
or human development courses.

Materials and procedure. Participants were presented with 12
short stories in a random order on the computer and were asked to
determine, for each one, whether the ending that appeared on a
follow-up screen was a logical conclusion to the story or a non
sequitur. Participants were encouraged to read each story carefully
and to take as much time as they needed to understand each one.
However, once they advanced to the next screen, they were to
determine as quickly and as accurately as possible whether the
one-sentence ending was a logical conclusion to the story. Partic-
ipants pressed the “Yes” key if they believed that the ending made
sense, however likely or unlikely it might seem to them, and
pressed the “No” key if they believed that the ending did not make
sense (i.e., was a non sequitur). Participants read two practice
stories and their corresponding endings (one had an ending that
made sense and one had an ending that did not make sense) and
were told the correct answers to the practice stories before begin-
ning the actual task.

There were 2 target stories in the set of 12 taken directly from
those used in Studies 1 and 2. That is, participants read either that
Jon wore or did not wear a Stanford T-shirt while awaiting word
about admission and read either that they or another random
student (Greg) had done or had not done the reading for class. The
endings to these 2 stories were always sensible and negative. Thus,
after reading the Stanford story, participants read that, “A month
later, Jon receives a rejection letter from Stanford.” After the
classroom story, participants read that “After several moments of
silence, the professor calls on you (Greg).” If reading the story had
earlier encouraged participants to call the negative ending to mind,
as we contend is likely in the tempting fate version of the target
stories, then that negative ending should have been highly acces-
sible and participants should have been quick to recognize that it
made sense.

Of the 10 filler stories, 5 had endings that did not make sense
and 5 had endings that did make sense. When the ending did not
make sense, it changed either the topic or main character of the
story. For example, participants read one story about threatening
weather conditions at the time of a cousin’s outdoor wedding
followed by “The surprise party goes off without a hitch. Your dad
is completely surprised.” After participants completed all 12 sto-
ries, they were thanked and debriefed.

Results

Because the response latencies were skewed, we used natural
log transformations in all response time analyses, but we report the
raw means for ease of interpretation. Furthermore, to reduce
within-group variance, we calculated each participant’s average
response time to the endings of the filler stories for which he or she
responded correctly (e.g., stated that a nonsensical ending was

indeed a non sequitur) and used it as a covariate in the following
analyses.'

Stanford. We predicted that participants who imagined that
Jon wore the Stanford shirt would be faster to indicate that the
negative ending, “Jon receives a rejection letter from Stanford,”
made sense than those who imagined that he stuffed the shirt in his
drawer because those who read that Jon tempted fate by wearing
the shirt would have already spontaneously imagined his rejection.
As predicted, participants who read that he wore the shirt were
faster to indicate that the ending made sense (M = 2,671 ms, SD =
1,113) than those who read that he stuffed the shirt in the drawer
(M = 3,176 ms, SD = 1,573), F(1, 171) = 11.01, p = .001, d =
0.53 (see Figure 1).

Classroom. We predicted that participants would be faster to
recognize the ending “The professor calls on you (Greg)” if they
imagined an unprepared student than if they imagined a prepared
student. As predicted, a 2 (behavior: has read vs. has not read) X
2 (protagonist: self vs. Jon) ANOVA on the response latencies
revealed a main effect of behavior. Participants more quickly
recognized that the ending made sense if the student had not done
the reading (M = 2,879 ms, SD = 1,149) than if the student had
done the reading (M = 3,112 ms, SD = 1,226), F(1, 184) = 7.50,
p < .01, d = 0.26 (see Figure 1). There was also a main effect of
protagonist, such that participants were faster to recognize the
ending if the story was about themselves than if it was about Greg,
F(1, 184) = 15.58, p < .001, d = 0.42. The main effects were not
qualified by an interaction, ' < 1. As in Study 2, the tempting fate
behavior influenced participants’ responses even when they imag-
ined their own behavior and their own outcomes. That is, partic-
ipants were faster to recognize the negative ending when they read
that they tempted fate (M = 2,657 ms, SD = 874) than when they
read that they hadn’t (M = 3,000 ms, SD = 1,298), F(1, 99) =
6.23, p = .01,d = 0.34.

Discussion

As predicted, participants were faster to recognize that a nega-
tive outcome was a sensible conclusion to each story if they had
read that the protagonist had engaged in an action that tempted
fate. Their faster reaction times suggest that reading about an
action that tempts fate automatically calls to mind a negative
outcome and makes such an outcome cognitively accessible. For
both stories, the speed to recognize that the ending made sense
paralleled the likelihood judgments made by participants in Stud-
ies 1 and 2. Of course, to contend that people believe a negative
outcome following an action that tempts fate is more likely be-

! The degrees of freedom differed for each analysis because the number
of participants who answered correctly differed for each scenario. In the
Stanford scenario, 174 participants (82%) correctly answered that the
ending made sense. Participants who read that Jon wore the shirt were
equally likely to answer correctly as those who read that Jon stuffed the
shirt in the drawer (82% and 84%, respectively). In the classroom scenario,
189 participants (90%) correctly answered that the ending made sense.
Participants were equally likely to answer correctly if they imagined that
the reading had been done or not done (90% in both cases). Of the
participants who imagined that they were in class, 102 (94%) answered
correctly. Of the participants who imagined that Greg was in class, 87
(84%) answered correctly.
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Figure 1. Response latency in Study 3 to indicate that a negative ending

made sense, following a story in which the protagonist tempted fate or did
not. Error bars represent standard errors.

cause such an outcome is more accessible, it is necessary to
measure accessibility and likelihood judgments in the same set of
participants and examine whether accessibility mediates likelihood
judgments. Study 4 was designed for this purpose.

Study 4

To determine whether it is the enhanced accessibility of nega-
tive outcomes that mediates the tendency to view them as partic-
ularly likely following actions that tempt fate, we had participants
read the Stanford T-shirt story from Studies 1 and 3 and measured
both accessibility and likelihood. In addition, to be sure that
behaviors that tempt fate disproportionately bring to mind negative
outcomes, we had half of the participants evaluate a negative
ending and half evaluate a positive ending. We predicted an
interaction for both reaction times and likelihood judgments. Spe-
cifically, we predicted that after reading that Jon tempted fate,
participants would be faster to recognize the negative ending
(replicating Study 3) but that they would be slower to recognize a
positive ending. Similarly, we predicted that participants would
judge the likelihood of Jon being accepted to be lower when they
read that he tempted fate (replicating Study 1) but that they would
judge the likelihood of Jon being rejected to be higher when they
read that story. Moreover, we predicted that participants’ likeli-
hood judgments would be mediated by their speed to recognize
that the ending in question made sense.

Method

Participants. Ninety-six Cornell undergraduates participated
in exchange for course credit in their psychology or human devel-
opment courses.

Materials and procedure. Participants read four short stories
presented on the computer and were asked to determine, for each
one, whether the ending that appeared on a follow-up screen was
a logical conclusion to the story or a non sequitur. As in Study 3,
participants were encouraged to read each story carefully and to
take as much time as they needed to understand each one. How-
ever, once they advanced to the next screen, they were told to
indicate as quickly and as accurately as possible whether the
one-sentence ending was a logical conclusion to the story. Partic-
ipants pressed the “Yes” key if they believed that the ending made
sense, however likely or unlikely it might seem to them, and

pressed the “No” key if they believed that the ending did not make
sense (i.e., was a non sequitur). If the ending made sense, partic-
ipants were then asked to indicate how likely they believed it was
that such an ending would actually occur on a 9-point scale,
anchored at 1 with not at all likely and at 9 with extremely likely.
Participants read two practice stories and their corresponding end-
ings (one had an ending that made sense and one had an ending
that did not make sense) and were told the correct answers to the
practice stories before beginning the actual task.

The first three stories were filler stories and were presented to
all participants in the same order. Two fillers had endings that did
not make sense and one had an ending that did make sense. The
critical story involved Jon applying to graduate school. Partici-
pants read a version in which Jon either wore the Stanford shirt or
stuffed it in the drawer. Half of the participants who read each
version evaluated the negative ending, “A month later, Jon re-
ceives a rejection letter from Stanford,” and half evaluated the
positive ending, “A month later, Jon receives an acceptance letter
from Stanford.” After determining whether the negative or positive
ending made sense, participants rated the likelihood that the out-
come would occur. After participants completed all four stories,
they were thanked and debriefed.

Results

Response time. Because the response latencies were skewed,
we used natural log transformations for all response time analyses,
but, as before, we report the raw means for ease of interpretation.
In addition, to reduce within group variance, we calculated each
participant’s average response time to the endings of the filler
stories for which he or she responded correctly and used it as a
covariate.

A 2 (behavior: wear shirt vs. stuff shirt) X 2 (outcome: rejection
vs. acceptance) ANOVA of participants’ response latencies re-
vealed a significant interaction, F(1, 87) = 1543, p < .001.2
Replicating Study 3, participants who read that Jon had worn the
shirt were faster to indicate that a rejection was a sensible end to
the story (M = 3,196 ms, SD = 1,348) compared with those who
read that Jon had stuffed the shirt in the drawer (M = 4,324 ms,
SD = 2,194), F(1, 41) = 9.13, p = < .01, d = 0.93. However,
participants who read that Jon had worn the shirt were slower to
indicate that the acceptance ending made sense (M = 3,551 ms,
SD = 1,432) compared with those who read that Jon had stuffed
the shirt in the drawer (M = 2,995 ms, SD = 1,175), F(1, 45) =
6.07, p < .05, d = 0.73. In other words, Jon’s decision to tempt
fate by wearing the shirt made rejection more accessible but made
acceptance less accessible.

Likelihood. A 2 (behavior: wear shirt vs. stuff shirt) X 2
(outcome: rejection vs. acceptance) ANOVA of participants’
ratings of the likelihood of the outcome’s occurrence yielded a
main effect of outcome, F(1, 92) = 12.35, p = .001, indicating
that participants believed that Jon was more likely to be ac-

2 Four participants (2 from the reject-wear and 2 from the reject-stuff
conditions) answered incorrectly and were excluded from all analyses that
involved the response time to determine whether the ending made sense.
Because all participants were prompted to answer the likelihood question,
their responses were included in the likelihood analyses. The pattern for the
likelihood analyses remained the same whether or not they were included.
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cepted than rejected. However, the main effect was qualified by
the predicted interaction, F(1, 92) = 10.49, p < .01. Partici-
pants who read that Jon had worn the shirt believed that Jon was
significantly more likely to be rejected (M = 5.79, SD = 1.53)
than did those who read that he had stuffed the shirt in the
drawer (M = 4.79, SD = 1.56), 1(46) = 2.24, p < .05, d = 0.66.
In contrast, those who read that he had worn the shirt believed
that he was significantly less likely to be accepted (M = 5.88,
SD = 1.51) than did those who read that he had stuffed the shirt
in the drawer (M = 6.83, SD = 1.31), #(46) = 2.35, p < .05,
d = 0.69.

Response time and likelihood. ~As predicted, there was a sig-
nificant negative correlation between participants’ latency to indi-
cate that the ending in question made sense and their rating of its
likelihood (r = —.31, p = .001), indicating that the faster a
participant responded that the acceptance or rejection made sense,
the more likely he or she believed the ending to be.

We contend that people believe that negative outcomes are more
likely following actions that tempt fate because negative outcomes
readily spring to mind under such circumstances, and their en-
hanced accessibility enhances their perceived likelihood. To test
this claim, we used procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny
(1986) to assess mediation. For the sake of clarity, we will address
the responses to the rejection and acceptance endings separately
(see Figure 2).°

Rejection.  As reported above, the tempting fate manipula-
tion—whether or not Jon wore the shirt—significantly pre-
dicted participants’ ratings of the likelihood that Jon would be
rejected from Stanford (B = —0.50, SE = .22, p < .05) and the
latency to indicate that the rejection ending made sense (B =
0.15, SE = .05, p < .01). In addition, the latency to indicate that
the rejection made sense significantly predicted participants’
ratings of his likelihood of being rejected (B = —2.00, SE =
.66, p < .01). Finally, when both Jon’s choice to wear the shirt
or stuff it in the drawer and participants’ response times were
included in the same equation predicting participants’ likeli-
hood judgments, the former dropped to nonsignificance and the
latter remained significant (B = —0.15, SE = .25, p = .54, and
B = —1.80, SE = .74, p < .05, respectively). The results of a
Sobel (1982) test confirmed the significance of this mediated
relation (z = 1.96, p = .05).

Acceptance. The tempting fate manipulation—whether or
not Jon wore the shirt—also significantly predicted partici-
pants’ ratings of the likelihood that Jon would be accepted to
Stanford (B = 0.48, SE = .20, p < .05) and the latency to
indicate that the acceptance ending made sense (B = —0.10,
SE = .04, p < .05). In addition, the latency to indicate that the
acceptance ending made sense significantly predicted partici-
pants’ ratings of his likelihood of being accepted (B = —2.50,
SE = .64, p < .001). Finally, when both Jon’s choice to wear
the shirt or stuff it in a drawer and participants’ response times
were included in the same equation predicting participants’
likelihood judgments, the former dropped to nonsignificance
and the latter remained significant (B = 0.27, SE = .20, p =
.17, and B = —2.17, SE = .67, p < .01, respectively). The
mediated relation was supported by a marginally significant
Sobel (1982) test (z = 1.91, p = .057).

“Jon receives a rejection letter from Stanford.”

Response
Latency
5%
Condition *Likelihood of
(Wears Shirt/ -.50%* Rejection
Stuffs in Drawer) (-.15)

“Jon receives an acceptance letter from Stanford.”

Response
Latency
-.10%
Condition » Likelihood of
(Wears Shirt/ 48%* Acceptance
Stuffs in Drawer) (-27)

Figure 2. Pattern of mediation for the rejection (top) and acceptance
endings (bottom) in Study 4. Values represent the unstandardized betas for
the regression equations. Numbers in parentheses represent the betas when
condition and response latency are included in the same equation predict-
ing likelihood judgments. As asterisk indicates that the variable is a
significant predictor (p < .05).

Discussion

The results of Study 4 support our contention that actions that
tempt fate are more likely to call to mind the prospect of a
negative outcome than actions that do not tempt fate. This, in
turn, increases the accessibility and perceived likelihood of
such an outcome. First, participants thought that Jon was more
likely to be rejected if he tempted fate than if he did not.

3 We also tested for mediated moderation by pooling the rejection and
acceptance data and using outcome (rejection or acceptance) as a moder-
ator. We found that the moderator (outcome: rejection or acceptance)
affected the magnitude of the treatment effect (behavior: wear or stuff
shirt) on the mediator (response latency). In other words, participants who
read that Jon tempted fate judged the rejection ending as more likely and
the acceptance ending as less likely compared with those who read that he
did not tempt fate because the idea of rejection was more accessible and the
idea of acceptance was less accessible for those participants. This was
supported by the procedures outlined by Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt (2005).
First, we found that the outcome that participants evaluated moderated the
effect of Jon’s behavior on likelihood ratings (B = 0.44, SE = .16, p < .01)
and on response latency (B = —0.38, SE = .10, p < .001). Second,
participants’ response latency significantly predicted likelihood ratings,
regardless of ending (B = —0.74, SE = .15, p < .001). Third, the
moderating effect of outcome on behavior no longer predicted likelihood
ratings when response latency was included in the regression equation
(B = 0.20, SE = .16, p = .20). Finally, the effect of response latency
remained a significant predictor of likelihood ratings when the moderating
effect of outcome on behavior was included in the regression equation
(B = —0.66, SE = .161, p < .001). For ease of exposition, we present the
rejection and acceptance data separately in the main body of the text (i.e.,
we present the simple mediation at each level of the moderator).
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Second, the reaction time data indicate that actions that tempt
fate enhance the accessibility of negative outcomes only, not
outcome-relevant knowledge in general. Third, and most im-
portant, participants’ likelihood judgments were mediated by
their speed to recognize that the ending in question made sense.
Thus, it appears that the negative outcomes were judged to be
more likely because they were more accessible.

Study 5

We contend that the effects observed in Studies 1-4 are the
product of online computations of accessibility. That is, actions
that tempt fate are considered likely to yield negative outcomes
because such outcomes, being particularly aversive, leap to mind
(i.e., become “spontaneously accessible”), and their resultant en-
hanced accessibility is used as a cue for judging likelihood. Thus,
the belief that negative outcomes are likely to follow actions that
tempt fate need not result from any “off the shelf,” preexisting,
culturally shared belief about the hazards of tempting fate. Al-
though such culturally shared beliefs can certainly contribute to the
accessibility of negative outcomes when contemplating actions
that tempt fate, they are not necessary to produce the effects we
have documented here. (We discuss later how the very processes
under investigation give rise to such culturally shared beliefs that,
once formed, can enhance these processes, yielding a cyclical
pattern of mutual influence.)

Study 5 was therefore designed to isolate the causal role of
spontaneous (rather than retrieved) accessibility on likelihood
judgments. We manipulated accessibility with a subliminal
priming procedure, thereby moving beyond a demonstration of
the relationship between accessibility and likelihood. We pre-
dicted that the subliminal prime would, under specifiable con-
ditions, increase the accessibility of the pertinent negative out-
come and thereby increase its perceived likelihood of
occurrence. Note that this prediction entails that participants’
likelihood judgments be constructed from the sense of accessi-
bility constructed in the moment rather than retrieved from a
stored belief.

Because negative outcomes spontaneously spring to mind when
considering actions that tempt fate, we predicted that the negative
outcome would be accessible (and be perceived as likely) for
participants who read a tempting fate story, regardless of whether
or not they were primed with a negative outcome. However, we
predicted that the prime would increase the accessibility of a
negative outcome (and therefore likelihood judgments) when par-
ticipants read a story that did not involve an action that tempted
fate. This predicted asymmetry would provide clear evidence that
participants had processed the tempting fate story differently than
the control story.

Method

Participants. One hundred eleven Cornell undergraduates par-
ticipated in exchange for course credit in their psychology or
human development courses.

Materials and procedure. Participants read four short stories
on the computer and were asked to determine, for each one,
whether the ending that appeared on a follow-up screen was a
logical conclusion to the story or a non sequitur. As in Studies 3

and 4, participants were encouraged to read each story carefully
and to take as much time as they needed to understand each one.
However, once they advanced to the next screen, they were to
determine as quickly and accurately as possible whether the one-
sentence ending was a logical conclusion to the story. After ad-
vancing (following the completion of each story), an asterisk was
presented in the center of the screen for 150 ms to capture partic-
ipants’ attention and prepare them for the ending. Participants
pressed the “Yes” key if they believed that the ending made sense,
however likely or unlikely it might seem to them, and pressed the
“No” key if they believed that the ending did not make sense (i.e.,
was a non sequitur). If the ending made sense, participants were
then asked to indicate how likely they believed it was that such an
ending would actually occur on a 9-point scale anchored at 1 with
not at all likely and at 9 with extremely likely. Participants read two
practice stories and their corresponding endings (one had an end-
ing that made sense and one had one that did not make sense) and
were told the correct answers to the practice stories before begin-
ning the actual task.

The first three stories were fillers presented to participants in
a random order. Two fillers had endings that did not make sense
and one had an ending that did make sense. The critical story
involved a protagonist named Julie who heeded or ignored a
forecast of rain by either bringing her umbrella when she
packed her bag for the day or not (even though she had room in
her bag). Thus, participants read either that Julie tempted fate
by leaving herself vulnerable and ignoring the warning or that
she did not tempt fate. After reading the umbrella story and
being presented with the fixation point, half of participants who
read each version were subliminally primed with the word
“rain” and half were subliminally primed with the letter string
“cois.” The prime was presented for 24 ms and was masked by
the story ending, which immediately followed. All participants
then evaluated the negative ending, “Later that day it starts to
rain really hard, and Julie needs an umbrella.” After determin-
ing whether the ending made sense, participants rated the like-
lihood that such an outcome would occur.

Note that the negative outcome in this story (rain) was the
forecasted outcome rather than an unforeseen or unusual outcome.
(And, outside the context of the story, foul weather is not at all
unusual for our participants, all of whom were residing in Ithaca,
New York.) Thus, although negativity and rarity are often con-
flated, in this study we were able to isolate the tendency for a
negative outcome to come to mind following an action that tempts
fate.

After participants finished reading the stories, they were probed
to determine whether they had seen the subliminal prime. Partic-
ipants were first asked to recall whether they had seen anything
unusual presented during the study. They were then given a list of
items (cois, ####, small, yes, no, kaeb, moon, rain, wrong) and
asked to circle anything they recognized as being presented during
the study that was not part of one of the stories or endings. In
addition, participants were given a manipulation check to ensure
that they had paid attention to the stories. The manipulation check
consisted of one recall question for each of the stories. For the
umbrella story, participants were asked, “Did Julie bring her
umbrella when she packed for school?” Participants were then
thanked and debriefed.
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Results

The data from 8 participants (7.2%) were omitted because they
failed to remember whether or not Julie brought her umbrella.*

Response time. Because participants’ response latencies were
skewed, we used natural log transformations in all response time
analyses, but again we report the raw means for ease of interpre-
tation. In addition, to reduce within-group variance, we calculated
each participant’s average response time to the filler endings for
which he or she responded correctly and included it as a covariate.

A 2 (story: brought umbrella vs. didn’t bring umbrella) X 2
(prime: rain vs. cois) ANOVA of participants’ response latencies
revealed a main effect of story, F(1, 85) = 9.43, p < .01, and a
significant interaction, F(1, 85) = 5.89, p < 055 As predicted,
when participants were presented with a nonsense prime, those
who read that Julie had tempted fate by not bringing her umbrella
were faster to indicate that the negative ending made sense (M =
2,694 ms, SD = 876) compared with those who read that Julie had
brought her umbrella (M = 3,957 ms, SD = 2,112), F(1, 43) =
15.45, p < .001, d = 1.19. However, when the negative outcome
was made accessible with the presentation of the subliminal “rain”
prime, the difference in response time disappeared (see Figure 3).
In the rain prime condition, there was no difference between those
who read the tempting fate story and those who read the story that
did not tempt fate (M = 2,749 ms, SD = 971, and M = 2,770 ms,
SD = 1,032, respectively), F < 1.

Put another way, we predicted that the rain prime would in-
crease the accessibility (and hence decrease response latency) of
the negative ending when fate had not been tempted in the story
but would have little or no affect on accessibility when fate had
been tempted because the negative ending would have already
spontaneously come to mind. This hypothesis was tested with an
ANOVA with the following contrast weights: No Tempting Fate—
Control, 3; No Tempting Fate-Rain, —1; Tempting Fate—Control,
—1; Tempting Fate—Rain, —1. This analysis yielded a significant
contrast, F(1, 86) = 12.96, p < .001. The residual was not
significant, F(1, 86) < 1.

Likelihood. A 2 (story: brought umbrella vs. didn’t bring um-
brella) X 2 (prime: rain vs. cois) ANOVA of participants’ likeli-
hood ratings yielded a marginally significant effect of prime, F(1,
86) = 3.62, p = .06, and no significant interaction. However, our
specific hypothesis that the likelihood judgments would mirror the
response latencies, such that the No Tempting Fate—Control con-
dition would stand out from the other three conditions (i.e., the rain
prime would only increase the likelihood judgments of those who
had not read that the protagonist tempted fate) was supported (see
Figure 3). An ANOVA with the following contrast weights: No
Tempting Fate—Control, —3; No Tempting Fate—Rain, 1; Tempt-
ing Fate—Control, 1; Tempting Fate—Rain, 1; yielded the predicted
significant effect, F(1, 86) = 3.94, p = .05. Again, the residual
was not significant, F(1, 86) < 1.

In the control, nonsense prime condition, those who read that
Julie had tempted fate by not bringing her umbrella thought that it
was more likely to rain (M = 6.96, SD = 1.31) than did those who
read that Julie had brought her umbrella (M = 6.15, SD = 1.46),
1(44) = 2.00, p = .05, d = 0.58. However, in the rain prime
condition, there was no difference between those who read that
Julie had brought her umbrella (M = 7.11, SD = 1.56) and those
who read that she had failed to bring it (M = 7.16, SD = 1.41),t <
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Figure 3. Response latency (top) and subjective likelihood judgments
(bottom) in Study 5, following a story in which Julie tempted fate or did
not, depending on whether the prime was “rain” or a nonsense letter string.
Error bars represent standard errors.

1. In other words, if the negative ending did not spring to mind
because of the story (that is, when Julie did not tempt fate), the rain
prime increased the accessibility of the negative ending (as de-
scribed above) and also made that ending seem more likely.

Response time and likelihood. As predicted, there was a sig-
nificant negative correlation between participants’ latencies to
indicate that the ending made sense and their likelihood ratings
(r = —.34, p = .001), indicating that the faster a participant
responded that the rain ending made sense, the more likely he or
she believed the ending to be.

To determine whether participants believed that the ending was
more likely because it more easily came to mind, we again used the

#No participant recalled the presentation of the word “rain” or “cois”
without prompting. Although 14 participants (13.5%) claimed to recognize
the presentation of the word “rain” with prompting, we did not omit these
participants for several reasons. First, 8 of the 14 who claimed to have seen
“rain” presented were in the “cois” condition and were not actually ex-
posed to the subliminal prime of “rain.” Second, 7 participants claimed to
recognize the presentation of “stars,” 5 recognized “no,” 4 recognized
“yes,” and | recognized “small” (none of which were presented). Finally,
when the data are analyzed with these participants excluded, the findings
remain the same.

3 Thirteen participants (5 from the No Tempting Fate—Control, 7 from
the No Tempting Fate—Rain, and 1 from the Tempting Fate—Rain condi-
tions) answered incorrectly and were excluded from all analyses that
involved the latency to determine whether the ending made sense. These
participants were also excluded from the likelihood analyses because their
pattern of data differed from those who understood that the ending made
sense (i.e., even after being prompted with the likelihood rating, these
participants still presumably believed that the ending did not make sense,
claiming that it was especially unlikely across conditions).
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mediation analysis procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny
(1986). The analysis was focused on our a priori contrast, that is,
we examined the specific hypothesis that the rain prime would
only affect responses to the story in which fate had not been
tempted (because the negative ending would already be accessible
for those who had read that Julie did not bring her umbrella). Thus,
the condition in which Julie brought her umbrella and participants
were primed with the nonsense string should stand out from the
other three. To create the contrast, we dummy coded the No
Tempting Fate—Control condition as —3 and the other three con-
ditions as 1. In addition, all regression equations that used the a
priori contrast as a predictor controlled for the other two orthog-
onal contrasts (i.e., the contrasts 0, —2, 1, and 1, and 0, 0, —1,
and 1).

The a priori contrast significantly predicted participants’ ratings
of the likelihood that it would rain (B = 0.23, SE = .09, p < .05)
and the latency to indicate that the rain ending made sense (B =
—0.22, SE = .06, p < .001). In addition, the latency to indicate
that the rain ending made sense significantly predicted partici-
pants’ ratings of the likelihood of it raining (B = —0.51, SE = .15,
p = .001). Finally, when both the contrast and participants’ re-
sponse latencies were included in the same equation predicting
participants’ likelihood judgments, the former dropped to nonsig-
nificance and the latter remained significant (B = 0.13, SE = .09,
p = .16,and B = —0.44, SE = .16, p < .01, respectively). The
mediated relation was supported by a marginally significant Sobel
(1982) test (z = 1.88, p = .06).

Discussion

The results of Study 5 lend further support to the role of
accessibility as a determinant of people’s belief that negative
outcomes are especially likely following behaviors that tempt fate.
In this study we directly manipulated accessibility and observed a
corresponding influence on participants’ assessments of likeli-
hood—but only among those participants for whom the negative
outcome was not already highly accessible. That is, when partic-
ipants were primed with a negative outcome after reading a story
in which the protagonist had not tempted fate, the accessibility of
the negative outcome increased to the level of accessibility among
those participants who had read a story in which the protagonist
had tempted fate. And, more important, the likelihood judgments
of the primed participants matched those of the participants
(primed or unprimed) who were exposed to a protagonist who had
tempted fate. These results support our contention that the height-
ened accessibility of negative outcomes that results from contem-
plating actions that tempt fate is constructed on the spot and need
not be retrieved from a culturally shared belief. Although the
feeling that something bad is likely to happen if one tempts fate
may be aided and abetted by such culturally shared beliefs, the
results of this study suggest that such feelings do not depend on
them.

Note that before providing likelihood ratings in Studies 4 and 5,
participants judged whether an outcome made sense by pressing
“Yes” or “No” as quickly as possible. One might be concerned that
participants’ likelihood judgments may have been contaminated by
this procedure. That is, the bodily feedback participants received
as they pressed either quickly or slowly may have influenced their
likelihood judgments. Participants may have thought the negative

outcomes were especially likely because their fast physical re-
sponse made them realize, either implicitly or explicitly, that the
outcome had jumped to mind—something they would not have
realized otherwise.

To examine this possibility, we ran a follow-up study that
manipulated accessibility but did not measure it. In other words,
after reading that Julie either did or did not tempt fate, and after
having been subliminally primed with either “rain” or a nonsense
string, participants immediately rated the likelihood of the ending,
“As Julie is walking to class later that afternoon, it suddenly starts
to rain.” The contrast, which tested whether the No Tempting
Fate—Control condition differed from the other three conditions
(i.e., the rain prime would only increase the likelihood judgments
of those participants who had not read that the protagonist tempted
fate) was significant, F(1, 121) = 7.65, p < .0l. Participants
primed with a neutral string thought the negative outcome was
more likely if the protagonist had tempted fate (M = 7.71) than if
she had not (M = 6.85), #(62) = 2.74, p < .01, but the effect was
eliminated if the negative outcome had been made accessible by
the rain prime (Ms = 7.53 and 7.35, t < 1). Because participants
did not have any physical feedback, it appears that it is the mental
rather than physical experience of accessibility that is used as a cue
for judging likelihood. Thus, even when participants did not indi-
cate whether the ending made sense, the manipulation of accessi-
bility had a predictable effect on likelihood judgments.

Study 6

The psychological processes that give rise to the effects we have
documented (i.e., the mind’s tendency to seize on negative pros-
pects and the link between imagination and subjective likelihood)
combine to produce a gut feeling that to tempt fate is to invite
remorse—indeed, to make remorse more likely. But for many
people, such a gut feeling conflicts with their more rational,
deliberative thoughts on the matter. Thus, people’s belief that the
universe will punish those who tempt fate may be best understood
from a dual-process or two-systems perspective (Chaiken & Trope,
1999). The intuitive system believes and the rational system does
not.

In recent years, many psychologists have put forward various
dual-process accounts of everyday cognition. Each of these dual-
process accounts involves the idea that there is one set of mental
processes that operates quickly and effortlessly and another that
operates in a deliberate and effortful manner. Although some
dual-process models suggest that the two sets of mental processes
work in parallel and others suggest that the deliberate processing is
saved for consequential judgments, both types posit that one set of
mental processes or the other can dominate at any given time, and
that whichever set is dominant will have implications for an
individual’s response (Windschitl & Wells, 1996).

Among those who champion the idea that the two systems work
in parallel, the quick and effortless set of mental processes is often
referred to simply as System 1 (Stanovich & West, 2002). System
1 renders quick, holistic judgments that are typically based on
associative connections. The products of System 1 are often eval-
uative in nature and are responsible for our quick affective reac-
tions to stimuli. The quick, associative output of System 1 is often
sufficient to guide effective action. Occasionally, however, the
output of System 1 needs to be supplemented or corrected. System
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2, a deliberate, rule-based system, is responsible for overriding
System 1 if there is an error detected in the original, automatic
assessment (Stanovich & West, 2002).

The mediated relationship documented in Study 4 and the ma-
nipulated relationship documented in Study 5 suggest that partic-
ipants’ likelihood judgments resulted, in large part, from their
reliance on the availability heuristic, an association-based heuristic
that is typical of System 1 processing. Participants used accessi-
bility as a cue to frequency and therefore gave higher estimates of
the likelihood of negative outcomes following the behaviors that
tempted fate. Although it is true that common events tend to come
to mind easily, this does not logically imply that events that come
to mind easily are common. However, an associative system has
trouble with this distinction, having simply learned—and repre-
sented—that common events “go with” events that come to mind
easily.

Although participants relied on accessibility to a large extent
when they made their likelihood judgments, they had the oppor-
tunity to override the accessibility-based output with deliberative,
rule-based processing. It seems reasonable to assume that college
students, who take pride in being intelligent and rational, tried to
ignore the fact that Jon jinxed himself or that Julie didn’t bring her
umbrella when they judged the likelihood of Jon being rejected or
Julie getting caught in the rain because they “knew logically” that
the behavior would not influence the likelihood of the outcomes.
Because they had as much time as necessary to rate the likelihood
of the outcomes, it is probable that some participants were able to
override System 1 processing to some extent.

In Study 6, the opportunity to override accessibility-based out-
put was manipulated. Half of the participants were under cognitive
load, making it more difficult for them to override System 1 output
with rule-based processing. We predicted that the typical effect of
a tempting fate behavior on participants’ likelihood judgments
would be even greater when participants were under load, resulting
in an interaction between behavior and load. In other words, when
participants’ ability to deliberate was diminished, we hypothesized
that System 1’s accessibility cue would not be corrected and would
therefore lead to an even greater difference in likelihood judg-
ments compared with participants not under load.

Method

Participants.  One hundred twenty-two Cornell undergradu-
ates completed a packet of unrelated questionnaires in exchange
for course credit in psychology or human development courses.

Materials and procedure. In the one pertinent questionnaire,
participants read one of the self-scenarios from Study 2, which
asked them to imagine themselves in a large lecture and to imagine
that the professor is planning to call on a student because no one
has volunteered to answer the question. Participants either read
that they have done the reading for class or that they have not done
the reading for class. Half of the participants who read each
scenario were under cognitive load. While reading the story and
answering the likelihood question, participants under load were
required to count backwards by 3s, starting with 564. Participants
indicated how likely they believed it was that they would be called
on by circling a number between 0 and 10, anchored at 0 with not
at all likely and at 10 with extremely likely. After answering the
question, participants under load were told to stop counting and to

report the number on which they ended on. They also indicated
how much effort they put into the two tasks by circling a number
between 0 and 6, anchored at O with I put all my effort into reading
and at 6 with I put all my effort into counting.

Results

Two participants who were under load (one imagined having
done the reading and one imagined not having done the reading)
were excluded from analysis because they ended on a number less
than 3 away from their starting number (561 and 563), suggesting
that they did not count backwards while they read the story. This
was confirmed by the manipulation check, on which both partic-
ipants reported putting all of their effort into reading the story. The
remaining 120 participants were split evenly among the four
conditions.

A 2 (behavior: had read vs. had not read) X 2 (load: yes vs. no)
ANOVA revealed main effects for reading, F(1, 116) = 22.88,
p < .001, and for load, F(1, 116) = 17.34, p < .001. The main
effects were qualified by the predicted interaction, however, F(1,
116) = 4.15, p < .05. In other words, when participants were not
under load, those who imagined that they had not done the reading
believed that it was more likely that they would be called on (M =
2.93, SD = 2.16) than participants who imagined that they had
done the reading (M = 1.90, SD = 1.42), #58) = 2.19, p < .05,
d = 0.58. This pair-wise comparison replicated the results of Study
2. The effect of not doing the reading versus doing the reading was
significantly greater when participants were under load, however
(see Figure 4). When participants were under load, those who
imagined that they had not done the reading believed that it was
even more likely that they would be called on (M = 5.27, SD =
2.36) compared with participants who imagined that they had done
the reading (M = 2.70, SD = 2.17), #(58) = 4.38, p < .001, d =
1.15. Described differently, participants who imagined that they
had tempted fate believed they were more likely to be called on
when they responded under load than not under load, #(58) = 3.99,
p < .001, d = 0.98, whereas participants who imagined that they
had not tempted fate believed they were equally likely to be called
on, regardless of whether they responded under load or not under
load (p = .10). Thus, when participants were required to count
backwards and were unable to deliberate, the effect of the tempting
fate behavior was magnified.
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Figure 4. Subjective likelihood judgments in Study 6, following a story
in which participants tempted fate or did not, depending on whether
participants responded under cognitive load. Error bars represent standard
errors.
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Discussion

Cognitive load increased, rather than decreased, the belief that
negative outcomes are more likely following a behavior that
tempts fate. This finding lends further support to the claim that the
elevated perception of likelihood is due to System 1, association-
based processing. After all, if cognitive load had interfered with
the tendency to judge negative outcomes as more likely, then it
would have suggested that the effect requires effortful processing.
In contrast, these results suggest that the effect is at a maximum
when effortful processing is at a minimum.

We suggest that System 1 processing is always at work. In other
words, people spontaneously imagine negative outcomes and
therefore feel those outcomes are more accessible and likely. The
extent to which people’s reported likelihood judgments match their
feeling of accessibility will depend on the extent to which System
2 processing overrides the use of accessibility as a cue for likeli-
hood. In Studies 3 and 4, participants had the capacity for effortful
processing, and the relationship between accessibility and per-
ceived likelihood was found to be moderately strong (Study 4: r =
—.31, p <.001, and Study 5: r = —.34, p = .001). If accessibility
had been measured while participants were under load in Study 6,
it is likely that the relationship would have been even stronger
because a deliberate, rule-based analysis was not available to
override the cue of accessibility. If accessibility were measured
when participants were made especially accountable for their like-
lihood judgments, however, it is likely that the relationship would
be weaker because System 2 would probably be more engaged
(Tetlock, 1992). We have found in our past work, furthermore, that
we can diminish the intuitive belief in tempting fate by instructing
participants to respond rationally (Risen & Gilovich, 2007). We
argue that this was due to participants engaging the deliberate,
correction processes of System 2. Thus, cues that prompt rational
thinking (e.g., explicit instructions to respond rationally; the use of
percentage scales) should weaken the relationship between acces-
sibility and likelihood judgments.

General Discussion

Despite explicit knowledge that tempting fate does not change
the likelihood of a broad range of negative outcomes, participants
gave responses that reflected the intuitive belief that it does. Thus,
even if they rationally recognized that there is no mechanism to
make rain more likely when they leave behind an umbrella or
rejection more likely when they wear one shirt rather than another,
participants reported that they thought these particular negative
outcomes were indeed more likely following such actions. Else-
where we have shown that these beliefs apply to real events in the
here-and-now of experience and not just to hypothetical scenarios,
and that they are sufficiently powerful to influence behavior with
financial consequences (Risen & Gilovich, 2007; Risen et al.,
2007).

Although most traditional accounts of superstition maintain that
such beliefs exist because people lack certain cognitive capacities
(Frazer, 1922; Levy-Bruhl, 1926; Piaget, 1929; Tylor, 1873), the
work presented here adds to accumulating evidence of magical
thinking on the part of people who, according to traditional ac-
counts, should not hold such beliefs (Gilovich & Savitsky, 2002;
Nemeroff & Rozin, 1989; Pronin, Wegner, Rodriguez, & Mc-

Carthy, 2006; Rozin, Millman, & Nemeroff, 1986; Rozin & Nem-
eroff, 1990; Rozin & Nemeroft, 2002). Whereas previous research
has highlighted the role of the representativeness and affect heu-
ristics in such beliefs, our work indicates that they may also arise
from a reliance on the availability heuristic and the tendency for
negative stimuli to grab attention.

The Role of Negativity in the Belief in Tempting Fate

Why are negative outcomes that follow actions that tempt fate
thought to be particularly aversive? In some cases, the outcomes
are materially worse, as when one is called on, unprepared, for
class or one does not have an umbrella during a storm. In many
other cases, the outcomes are psychologically worse, as when one
fails to win a lottery after trading in the winning ticket or falls short
at an important task after presumptuously boasting. In these latter
cases, the outcomes are more painful because, in addition to
whatever pain is experienced from the loss or failure itself, there is
an additional dose of humiliation and regret. People anticipate that
they will be tormented by counterfactual thoughts (“Why did I
have to say that?” “Do that? “Wear that?”) and anticipate that they
might have difficulty getting past the painful outcome and the
action that led to it. Note that the prospect of negative outcomes
such as these would tend to capture imagination even if one does
not have personal experience with having tempted fate in a given
domain. To anticipate how bad it would feel to be rejected from
graduate school after wearing that school’s shirt, one needn’t have
gone through a similar, previous experience. One can simply
imagine doing so.

Because negative outcomes are especially accessible and seem
especially likely when people consider tempting fate, it is not
surprising that they live by the shared rule that fate shouldn’t be
tempted. The very existence of such a shared rule, in turn, makes
the prospect of negative outcomes following actions that tempt fate
even more aversive. To suffer a bad fate after flouting conven-
tional wisdom and prevailing norms is especially painful because
of the additional regret and embarrassment one feels for having
unwisely gone out on a limb. Bee stings hurt, but an individual is
likely to feel particularly badly about having been stung if he or
she had taunted a hive because the pain of the sting would be
accompanied by the regret of having taken such an action. More-
over, such an individual would feel even worse if taunting bee-
hives is generally considered an action that tempts fate because
everyone (including the rash individual with the stick) would know
that by disobeying a shared rule, he or she somehow “deserved”
the punishment. This enhanced negativity makes the prospect of
getting stung even more accessible and subjectively more likely,
which reinforces the convention that one shouldn’t tempt fate (or
bees). This mutually reinforcing dynamic helps to account for one
of the most noteworthy features of superstitions—their often quite
arbitrary nature. Once a given superstition gains some acceptance
in a social group, no matter how arbitrary (don’t walk under a
ladder, don’t comment on success), the thought of flaunting it
makes the prospect of a negative outcome seem especially nega-
tive and, by the processes we have outlined here, especially likely.

Because the processes of negativity and accessibility serve to
build on the shared, stored belief about the hazards of tempting
fate, might the elevated likelihood judgments we have observed
been simply taken “off the shelf” and not computed “on the fly” as
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we have maintained? In other words, do negative outcomes seem
especially likely following actions that tempt fate because of
previously stored information (i.e., shared cultural rules)? Or does
disaster seem especially likely because negative outcomes are
generated the moment that one entertains the notion of tempting
fate? We have suggested that cultural rules about tempting fate
contribute to elevated likelihood beliefs primarily by enhancing
the negativity of the imagined outcome. Previously stored infor-
mation may also contribute to elevated likelihood beliefs by di-
rectly enhancing the accessibility of certain scripts. However, the
current work indicates that such assessments are also generated on
the fly as one contemplates the possibility of tempting fate because
of the link between imagination, accessibility, and subjective like-
lihood.

The Role of Accessibility in the Belief in Tempting Fate

The results of Studies 3 and 4 indicate that negative outcomes
are indeed more accessible following behaviors that tempt fate and
that accessibility mediates judgments of likelihood. Study 5 ex-
amined the impact of experimentally induced accessibility and
found that likelihood judgments were influenced by the heightened
online experience of accessibility. Thus, enhanced likelihood judg-
ments are not only the product of preexisting associations that
make a given outcome spring to mind, but also of online construc-
tions that make such an outcome spring to mind in the moment.

Although past research has shown that imagining an event
elevates the subjective likelihood that it will occur (Carroll, 1978;
Gregory et al., 1982; Sherman et al., 1985), and it has been
suggested that this occurs because imagination heightens the feel-
ing of accessibility, to our knowledge this line of work is the first
to empirically demonstrate that accessibility is used as a basis for
predicting the likelihood of specific outcomes (see also Risen &
Gilovich, 2007). When a specific outcome jumped to mind, par-
ticipants believed it was especially likely. These results add to a
growing list of judgments that are influenced by feelings of ac-
cessibility—e.g., trait inference (Schwarz et al., 1991), memory
for past events (Kelly & Jacoby, 1998), category membership
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), and the probability of general
outcomes (i.e., what is more probable, dying in a car accident or in
a plane crash? Tversky & Kahneman, 1973).

An Automatic, Intuitive Belief in Tempting Fate

Two pieces of evidence support our contention that the belief
that it is bad luck to tempt fate arises from automatic, associative
processes characteristic of System 1. First, the results of Study 6
demonstrate that the processes underlying the belief do not require
much in the way of cognitive resources. The belief that it is bad
luck to tempt fate was exacerbated when participants were under
cognitive load, suggesting that the processes responsible for the
belief are automatic (Bargh, 1994; Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull,
1988). Second, we have shown elsewhere that participants who
were asked to rely on their “gut feelings” reported that exchanging
a lottery ticket would make a negative outcome more likely. Those
who were asked to rely on their “rational thoughts,” however, were
much less likely to report such a belief (Risen & Gilovich, 2007).

What Actions Tempt Fate?

The behaviors examined in the current set of studies (presump-
tuously wearing a shirt, failing to do assigned reading, and not
bringing an umbrella when rain is expected) are manifestations of
needless risk and hubris. Are these essential elements of behaviors
that are believed to tempt fate? As a first step in addressing that
question, we had participants sort 50 randomly selected newspaper
articles that used the term “tempting fate” (Risen & Gilovich,
2008). Hierarchical cluster analysis mapped the underlying struc-
ture of how participants thought the term was used and yielded an
initial split in the hierarchical organization between unnecessary
risk taking and hubris. Actions tend to be seen as involving
unnecessary risk when they depart from one’s typical behavior,
from a prevailing norm (such as a socially shared superstition), or
from a state of physical safety (as when one attempts to “cheat
death”). When such actions go awry, they tend to give rise to
tormenting counterfactual thoughts and feelings of regret and
embarrassment (Gilbert, Morewedge, Risen, & Wilson, 2004;
Gilovich & Medvec, 1994, 1995; Hetts, Boninger, Armor,
Gleicher, & Nathanson, 2000). Acts of hubris, which are depar-
tures from the norm in their own right, a norm of modesty and
acceptance of limitations, give rise to the same tortured thoughts
and the same counterfactual emotions when they go awry.

Because counterfactuals and feelings of regret are most likely to
arise when the negative outcome “fits the crime,” people are much
more likely to call to mind a negative outcome that matches the
action that tempts fate than they are to imagine unrelated negative
outcomes. For example, getting caught in a rainstorm is unlikely to
spring to mind and be seen as likely to occur when Jon presump-
tuously wears a Stanford T-shirt. Conversely, because the sting of
rejection is not intensified by failing to carry an umbrella, people
are unlikely to predict Jon’s rejection from Stanford if he decides
not to bring an umbrella. To be sure, once one negative outcome
springs to mind, others may become more accessible and thus
seem more likely. However, we suggest that the greatest effect will
be for negative outcomes that match the behavior in question,
which is why the universe seems interested not only in punishing
certain behaviors but in punishing them a certain, ironic way.

Does it matter who commits the action that is seen as tempting
fate? Can one’s fate be tempted by someone else? One might
expect that an outcome is only experienced as more aversive if one
comments on a streak of success oneself, exchanges one’s own
lottery ticket, or expresses overconfidence about one’s own out-
comes. After all, only then is one likely to kick oneself for what is
experienced as an unwise action. But we have found that people
believe that commenting on success is likely to jinx a run of good
fortune even when someone else calls attention to the streak and
that their chances to win a lottery are diminished even when it is
their partner who exchanges their original tickets (Risen & Gilov-
ich, 2007; Risen et al., 2007).

Note that the outcomes in such cases are seen as especially
aversive even when someone else does the tempting. A streak that
comes to an end is likely to be experienced as particularly irksome
even when someone else had commented on it because there are
still plenty of counterfactual thoughts that are elicited when the
streak has been made salient (“Why did she have to say that?”).
And, if overconfidence is expressed on someone else’s behalf (“Of
course you’re going to get into Stanford. You’re going to get in



RELUCTANCE TO TEMPT FATE 305

12

everywhere!”) rejection is likely to feel worse even if it was not
one’s own confidence that was misplaced. Thus, one person’s
actions can influence another person’s counterfactual thoughts and
make the latter’s negative outcome more aversive. And such
actions, it appears, are seen to increase the chance of a negative
result.

Societal Influence

The needs and goals of society surely play a role in maintaining
shared beliefs that associate hubris, greed, and other instances of
tempting fate with negative outcomes. Groups stand to benefit
from mutual constraints against selfishness and rash action on the
part of their members. These constraints can come in the form of
legal sanctions, but they may be more effectively and efficiently
enforced through social norms and shared beliefs. If people believe
that certain behaviors (that are not in the group’s interest) will
tempt fate and draw punishment from the cosmos, they are less
likely to engage in them. Thus, if society’s members believe—
either explicitly or implicitly—in an intentional, value-laden uni-
verse, it may encourage them to behave in a manner that promotes
the shared values of society.

Although some societies and cultures stress the role of super-
natural agents more than others (Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001), we
want to emphasize that the beliefs we have investigated are by no
means absent in populations in which notions of fate and the
intervention of supernatural agents are not well articulated. The
present data, involving the responses of Western-educated college
students, make that clear. People in different cultures, regardless of
their explicit beliefs, do not much differ in the tendency for
negative outcomes to jump to mind and in the use of accessibility
as a cue for judging likelihood. Instead, cultures are more likely to
differ in their access to and reliance on abstract rules that override
such automatic associations and assessments (Denes-Raj & Ep-
stein, 1994; Kahneman & Frederick, 2002; Stanovich, 1999).
Thus, members of some cultures fully believe that it is bad luck to
tempt fate. Members of other cultures intuitively believe it (and
often behave accordingly) but simultaneously know that the belief
is not rational.

Beyond differences in the explicit endorsement of supernatural
influence, cultures also vary in how fate, God, and supernatural
agents are assumed to operate. Dennett’s (1987) distinction be-
tween the intentional stance and design stance has been used to
classify cultural views toward the supernatural. When taking an
intentional stance, one treats the supernatural like a person—as
though it has intentions, emotions, and goals. In the Judeo-
Christian tradition, for example, the central supernatural agent is a
person-like God who can be merciful or vengeful at will. When
taking a design stance, in contrast, one reacts as if the supernatural
is a device or system. In the Hindu tradition, for example, there are
many deities, but they must follow the laws of karma and operate
within a higher system (Young & Morris, 2004).

Some researchers advocate a strong cultural position whereby
an intentional stance is necessary for the belief that misfortune will
follow actions that tempt fate (Young & Morris, 2004). They argue
that the conviction arises from people believing that their actions
can offend a person-like supernatural agent who punishes repre-
hensible behavior. This strong position rests on the assumption that
cultures can be unambiguously divided into those that view the

universe as an intentional agent and those that view it as a system.
But it is not clear that they can. The pervasive human tendency to
anthropomorphize suggests that even those in a culture with a
design stance are likely to perceive some intentionality in the
actions of the prevailing system. And there certainly are system-
like regularities present in the Judeo-Christian worldview. In fact,
we suggest that notions of tempting fate may exemplify the exis-
tence of design-stance thinking in cultures that primarily take an
intentional stance. If participants in our subject pool were asked
why they are more likely to be called on when they fail to do the
reading, we predict that they would be more likely to invoke
design stance language to explain their judgment (e.g., “That’s just
how things work™) than intentional stance language (“God/the
universe wants to punish me”).

A weaker cultural position posits that the belief in tempting fate
is culturally embedded and that an intentional stance is one aspect
of cultural influence that may impact the belief. This position,
while hardly controversial, nonetheless raises some interesting
questions. For example, because karma works across lifetimes in
the Hindu, design-stance worldview, and within lifetimes in the
Judeo-Christian, intentional worldview, do behaviors that tempt
fate prompt different negative outcomes to spring to mind in the
two cultures? That is, do Hindus tend to think of long-term
negative consequences (e.g., losing status in the next life) of
tempting fate rather than the immediate negative consequences
that sprang to mind for our participants? And are the behaviors that
are believed to invite bad luck (e.g., hubris and needless risk)
universal or do they vary by culture?

Conclusion

The studies presented here document a widespread belief that it
is bad luck to tempt fate, even among those who would deny the
existence of fate. So what happens when people believe things they
know are false? They do their class reading, bring their umbrellas,
hold onto their lottery tickets, and (try to) avoid boasting or
presuming anything too soon. And when they don’t follow their
intuition, they think about how they might be punished. All the
while, they shake their heads and roll their eyes, knowing that their
behavior and worries are unwarranted.
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