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Defining the Belief in Good Luck

The Belief in Good Luck (BGL) is a pervasive psychological construct defined as the subjective
conviction that favorable, improbable, and often unexpected events will occur in one's life,
frequently exceeding the bounds of objective statistical probability. This psychological orientation is
distinct from a mere passive acceptance of fate or destiny; rather, BGL involves a personal
expectation of beneficence, suggesting an individual is uniquely favored by chance or the cosmos.
While luck itself is mathematically defined as the occurrence of random events, the belief system
transforms this randomness into a predictable personal attribute, where the individual feels
inherently predisposed to positive outcomes. This perceived predisposition serves as a powerful
cognitive filter through which ambiguous or neutral events are interpreted as evidence supporting
the personal luck narrative, thereby reinforcing the overall belief structure and influencing future
expectations and behaviors.

Psychologically, BGL operates as a complex cognitive schema, functioning as a heuristic that
simplifies the world's inherent unpredictability. It allows individuals to attribute positive chance
occurrences--such as winning a small lottery, avoiding an accident, or receiving unexpected aid--
not merely to randomness, but to a persistent, personal quality of being lucky. This self-referential
attribute distinguishes BGL from the general belief in luck as a universal force; instead, it is
internalized, becoming a part of the individual's self-concept, often measured empirically through
instruments like the Belief in Personal Good Luck Scale. Furthermore, this belief system often
interacts with attribution theory, where internal factors (e.g., personal merit, having a lucky charm)
are subtly intertwined with external, uncontrollable forces, creating a flexible and resilient
explanatory framework for life's favorable events.

It is crucial to differentiate BGL from related but separate concepts like optimism. While both
involve positive expectation, optimism is typically generalized and related to effort and
competence, suggesting that good things happen because one works hard or has high self-
efficacy. Conversely, BGL specifically focuses on outcomes governed by chance and randomness,
where the individual feels arbitrarily favored. This distinction is subtle yet significant, as BGL allows
individuals to maintain a positive outlook even in situations where effort is irrelevant or perceived
control is low, such as purely chance-based activities like gaming or lotteries. The enduring
function of BGL, therefore, is to provide psychological comfort and a sense of enhanced probability
in the face of uncertainty, serving as a powerful, non-rational resource.

Psychological Mechanisms Underlying BGL

The maintenance of the Belief in Good Luck is heavily reliant on fundamental cognitive biases,
primarily confirmation bias and selective attention. Individuals holding a strong BGL tend to seek
out, interpret, and recall information in a manner that confirms their predisposition toward positive
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outcomes. If a lucky person experiences ten neutral or negative events and one positive event,
they are disproportionately likely to focus on, remember, and amplify the significance of that single
positive event, attributing it directly to their personal luck. The negative or neutral events are often
dismissed as exceptions, external misfortunes, or simply forgotten, thus preserving the integrity of
the core belief. This selective processing ensures that the cognitive schema remains self-validating
and highly resistant to falsification, creating a continuous feedback loop that strengthens the
conviction over time.

Affective components play an equally critical role, positioning BGL as a potent coping mechanism
against the existential anxiety inherent in living in an unpredictable world. By believing oneself to
be lucky, an individual effectively reduces the perceived threat of negative random events and
fosters feelings of hope and security. This sense of being protected or uniquely favored provides
considerable emotional relief, especially during periods of high stress or uncertainty, such as job
transitions, medical diagnoses, or financial instability. The psychological benefit derived is the
soothing of anxiety related to uncontrollability; if one is lucky, the future is less threatening, and the
probability of a favorable resolution is subjectively elevated, translating into measurable reductions
in self-reported worry and increased psychological well-being in certain contexts.

Furthermore, BGL is deeply intertwined with the illusion of control, a psychological phenomenon
where individuals overestimate their ability to influence outcomes that are objectively determined
by chance. While a belief in general luck acknowledges randomness, personal BGL often involves
a subtle or explicit perception that one can somehow manage, attract, or influence the flow of good
fortune, perhaps through preparation, specific actions, or the use of talismans. This illusion allows
the individual to bridge the gap between pure randomness and personal agency, making the
concept of luck feel less arbitrary and more responsive to one's presence or actions. This
mechanism is particularly evident in activities requiring persistence, where the individual may
attribute early failures to external factors but expects eventual success due to their innate lucky
status, thereby justifying continued effort.

BGL, Superstition, and lllusory Correlation

While often conflated, the Belief in Good Luck must be conceptually separated from superstition,
although the two frequently coexist and reinforce one another. Superstition involves specific,
ritualistic behaviors or the use of particular objects (e.g., knocking on wood, carrying a specific
coin) believed to influence outcomes, often stemming from cultural or learned associations. BGL,
conversely, is a generalized, internal attribution of favorable probability. An individual can believe
they are lucky without engaging in specific rituals, but those who are superstitious often frame their
actions within the broader context of BGL, viewing the rituals as methods to activate or maintain
their inherent good fortune. The crucial difference lies in the focus: superstition is about the action
or object, whereas BGL is about the self as the recipient of favor.
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The maintenance of both BGL and superstitious behavior is significantly supported by the concept
of illusory correlation. lllusory correlation occurs when people perceive a relationship between
two variables where none exists, or where the relationship is much weaker than perceived. In the
context of luck, if an individual wears a specific shirt (Variable A) and subsequently experiences a
positive outcome (Variable B), they may falsely conclude that the shirt caused the luck. Even if this
association occurs only once, the salience of the positive outcome can lead to the formation of a
strong, often irrational, belief system that links the two events. This cognitive error is particularly
potent because positive outcomes are inherently rewarding, and the brain quickly seeks to identify
the preceding condition that might be responsible for the reward, thereby cementing the illusory
link.

Associative learning, often operating through operant conditioning, further solidifies these illusory
correlations. When a seemingly neutral action is randomly followed by a positive reinforcement (the
lucky outcome), the action itself gains reinforcing power. For example, if a professional athlete
performs a specific pre-game routine (Action) and then wins (Reinforcement), the routine becomes
psychologically linked to success, transforming into a personal superstition that reinforces the
overall belief in being lucky. The persistence of these behaviors, even in the absence of consistent
reinforcement, is explained by the intermittent nature of luck; because the reinforcement is
unpredictable and infrequent, the behavior becomes highly resistant to extinction, ensuring that the
BGL framework remains robust and operational across various life domains.

The Role of Locus of Control and Optimism

The relationship between BGL and Locus of Control (LOC) is complex and nuanced. Traditional
psychological models define LOC as the degree to which individuals believe they control events
that affect them. An internal LOC suggests outcomes are due to one's own efforts and abilities,
while an external LOC suggests outcomes are due to fate, luck, or powerful others. Ostensibly,
BGL aligns with an external LOC, as luck is an external force. However, individuals with high BGL
often exhibit a hybrid perspective: they maintain an internal LOC regarding effort and preparedness
(believing they control their actions) but simultaneously harbor an external expectation of favorable
outcomes (believing luck will intervene positively). This blending allows them to feel both proactive
and protected, motivating effort while alleviating the pressure of needing to control every variable,
ultimately contributing to a more adaptive psychological profile than pure fatalism.

A robust correlation exists between BGL and dispositional optimism, which is the generalized
expectation that good things will happen in the future. Highly lucky individuals are almost invariably
highly optimistic. This shared characteristic means that both cognitive styles predispose the
individual to interpret ambiguous data positively, persist in the face of obstacles, and anticipate
favorable resolutions. However, the mechanism differs: the optimist believes in the general
goodness of the world and their ability to navigate it successfully through competence, whereas the
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lucky person believes in a specific, personal favorability from chance. This high level of positive
expectation, whether rooted in competence or chance, serves to inoculate the individual against
learned helplessness, ensuring they remain engaged with opportunities rather than withdrawing
due to perceived impossibility.

Furthermore, BGL significantly boosts self-efficacy, which is the belief in one's capacity to execute
behaviors necessary to produce specific performance attainments. When an individual believes
they are lucky, they approach challenges with greater confidence, assuming that even if their initial
skills fall short, chance will somehow tip the scales in their favor. This heightened self-assurance,
ironically, often leads to better performance because reduced anxiety and increased persistence
are direct behavioral consequences of confidence. Thus, BGL creates a self-fulfilling prophecy: the
belief in luck fosters increased self-efficacy and effort, which in turn increases the objective
likelihood of success, reinforcing the initial, non-rational belief that luck was the primary driver of
the positive outcome.

Behavioral Consequences of Believing in Luck

One of the most widely studied behavioral consequences of BGL is its influence on risk-taking
behavior. Individuals who believe they are personally lucky often exhibit a greater propensity to
engage in high-risk activities, spanning financial investments, entrepreneurial ventures, and
especially gambling. This increased risk tolerance stems from the cognitive distortion that objective
probabilities do not apply equally to them. For example, in gambling contexts, the lucky individual
may commit the "gambler's fallacy" (believing a streak must end) or, more commonly, the "hot
hand fallacy" (believing a streak will continue) in a highly personalized manner, convinced that their
inherent luck protects them from losses or guarantees future wins. While this can lead to
maladaptive behavior, particularly pathological gambling, in controlled environments, this increased
risk tolerance can also facilitate beneficial entrepreneurial endeavors where moderate risk is
necessary for high reward.

BGL also serves as a critical driver of persistence and motivation, especially following failure.
When non-lucky individuals experience a setback, they are more likely to attribute it to stable,
internal factors (e.g., lack of ability) or stable, external factors (e.g., the system is rigged), leading
to demotivation and withdrawal. In contrast, the lucky individual can attribute failure to transient,
external factors that temporarily overcame their luck, viewing the setback as a temporary blip
rather than a permanent indictment of their prospects. This attributional style encourages them to
"try again,"” believing their luck is due to return shortly. This resilience is a highly adaptive trait,
allowing lucky individuals to leverage positive expectation as a motivational resource, which is
often more effective than motivation derived purely from skill or effort, particularly in highly
competitive or uncertain fields.
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The impact of BGL extends deeply into decision-making processes, influencing how individuals
weigh potential outcomes. Research suggests that lucky individuals tend to overestimate the
probability of positive outcomes and underestimate the probability of negative outcomes, leading to
systematic biases in judgment. In complex situations, this cognitive weighting system means that
they may dedicate less time to meticulous planning or contingency development, relying instead on
the expectation that "it will work out.” While this can sometimes lead to efficiency by reducing
decision paralysis, it also poses a significant vulnerability, particularly when objective reality
demands rigorous preparation and adherence to statistical data, such as in medical or engineering
contexts where relying on chance is highly detrimental.

Cultural and Historical Perspectives on Luck

The conceptualization and significance of luck exhibit profound cross-cultural variability,
reflecting different societal values regarding control, determinism, and agency. In many Western,
individualistic cultures, luck is often framed as a random occurrence, but BGL emphasizes the
individual's unique status or ability to attract fortune. In contrast, many Eastern and collectivist
cultures integrate luck with concepts of cosmic balance, fate, or karma, where fortune is viewed as
a consequence of past actions, ancestral merit, or alignment with natural forces. For instance, the
Chinese concept of Fu (fortune/good luck) is intricately linked to harmony and righteousness,
suggesting that luck is less random and more earned or deserved, thereby linking it back to a form
of moral or behavioral control that differs significantly from the Western idea of arbitrary chance.

Historically, the concept of luck was frequently personified and intertwined with religious and
philosophical thought. In ancient Greece, Tyche was the goddess of fortune, chance, providence,
and destiny, whose influence was often unpredictable and capricious, highlighting the early
recognition of life's randomness. Similarly, the Roman goddess Fortuna controlled the wheel of
fortune, symbolizing the cyclical and unstable nature of good and bad luck. These historical
representations demonstrate that humans have long sought to anthropomorphize uncertainty,
creating deities or forces to explain and perhaps appeal to the uncontrollable elements of
existence. These historical views laid the groundwork for modern psychological interpretations,
where BGL serves as a secularized coping mechanism replacing the appeal to divine favor.

In the modern era, BGL is heavily commercialized and manifested through powerful cultural
symbols and rituals. The ubiquity of lucky charms--such as the four-leaf clover, horseshoe, or
specific numbers (e.g., 7 in Western culture, 8 in Chinese culture)--reflects a collective cultural
endorsement of the idea that luck is tangible and transferable. These symbols serve as external
anchors for BGL, providing a physical focal point for the illusion of control and the expectation of
favorability. The persistent popularity of these items, alongside rituals associated with sports,
finance, and major life events, underscores the enduring human need to impose order and positive
expectation onto inherently chaotic or unpredictable situations.
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Therapeutic and Practical Implications

While BGL is generally adaptive, it can become maladaptive when the belief system leads to
severely distorted risk assessment or the avoidance of necessary preparation. In clinical settings,
excessive BGL is often observed in individuals struggling with pathological gambling, where the
unwavering conviction in personal luck overrides rational assessment of odds, leading to
catastrophic financial and personal consequences. In such cases, therapeutic interventions must
focus on cognitive restructuring, challenging the false attribution of positive outcomes to personal
luck and re-establishing the role of objective probability and genuine personal agency (effort, skill)
in determining success. The goal is not to eliminate optimism but to ground expectations in reality.

Conversely, when BGL is moderate and tempered by realism, it can be harnessed
therapeutically to promote resilience and manage stress. Psychologists can utilize the positive
expectation inherent in BGL to foster hope and reduce performance anxiety. For individuals facing
difficult, uncontrollable challenges (e.g., awaiting medical results or navigating bureaucratic
hurdles), encouraging a focus on past favorable events attributed to luck can serve as a positive
reframing technique, reducing catastrophic thinking and enhancing coping efficacy. This adaptive
utilization of BGL acknowledges its motivational power without endorsing its irrational extremes,
emphasizing its function as a psychological resource.

The study of BGL also offers insights into the importance of gratitude and mindfulness. Often,
what is perceived as luck is simply the mindful recognition and appreciation of positive random
events that others might overlook or take for granted. Individuals with high BGL might be naturally
more attuned to noticing favorable occurrences. Therapeutic practices encouraging daily gratitude
journaling or mindfulness exercises can replicate this effect, training the brain to focus on positive
exogenous events. This practice transforms the passive expectation of luck into an active
recognition of fortune, improving overall life satisfaction and psychological well-being by
maximizing the perceived frequency of positive experiences.

Conclusion: The Adaptive Functions of BGL

The Belief in Good Luck stands as a fascinating and complex cognitive strategy that human beings
employ to navigate the inherent uncertainties of life. It is not merely a superficial superstition but a
deeply ingrained psychological schema that leverages cognitive biases, affective needs, and
illusions of control to provide a resilient framework for positive expectation. By blending internal
agency (the preparation) with external favor (the luck), BGL offers a unique psychological
advantage, enhancing persistence, boosting self-efficacy, and reducing debilitating anxiety
associated with uncontrollable outcomes.

The enduring nature of BGL across cultures and history attests to its powerful adaptive functions.
While the potential for maladaptive behavior, particularly increased risk-taking in chance-based
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domains, necessitates careful consideration, the benefits--chiefly enhanced motivation and
psychological resilience--often outweigh the drawbacks for the average individual. BGL allows
individuals to approach the world with a "can-do" attitude, sustained not only by their skills but by
the comforting expectation that chance is fundamentally on their side.

Ultimately, the Belief in Good Luck is a testament to the human mind's capacity to create meaning
and predictability in a chaotic universe. It serves as a vital psychological mechanism, ensuring that
even when faced with insurmountable odds, individuals retain the hope and motivation necessary
to engage fully with life's opportunities, reinforcing the notion that sometimes, believing in good
fortune is precisely the catalyst needed to create it.
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