
On being lucky: 
The psychology and parapsychology of luck 

 
Matthew D. Smith 
Richard Wiseman 

Psychology Division 
University of Hertfordshire 

 
Peter Harris 

School of Social Sciences 
University of Sussex 

 
and 

 
Richard Joiner 

Dept. of Psychology 
University of Leicester 

 
European Journal of Parapsychology, (1996), 12, 35-43. 

 
An earlier version appears in Zingrone, N. L. (ed.) Proceedings of the 38th Parapsychological 

Association Annual Conference, (1995), Durham, NC. pp 454-460. 
 
  



Abstract 
 

Many individuals believe that luck plays an important role in their lives and that it is 
involved (sometimes to a very large extent) in determining the outcome of a wide range of 
events. This paper presents a preliminary report of recent work that has started to examine 
the psychology and parapsychology of luck and outlines proposals for future work in this 
area. The paper first considers potential explanations (both normal and paranormal) for 
perceived luckiness, including, for example, selective recall of life experiences, different 
interpretations of the same events, unconscious detection and utilisation of information and 
psi. The paper then outlines a flexible methodology for assessing the validity of these 
potential explanations and discusses the effect that perceived luckiness may have on 
individuals’ perception of themselves, their behaviour and decision making. 



Introduction 
In a recent pilot survey carried out by the authors, one hundred individuals were asked to rate how 
important they believed the concept of luck to be. Only 25% of the sample perceived it as having 
no importance, and 10% assigned it the highest possible rating. In another pilot study, students 
were asked to decide the degree to which the outcome of a wide range of events (e.g., live past 80, 
get a good degree, find or keep an attractive partner) were determined by chance, luck or other 
factors. The students believed luck played a role in determining the outcome of nearly all of these 
events. These results are in agreement with work carried out by Keren & Wagenaar (1985), in 
which subjects were asked to say whether the outcome of certain gambling and sporting events 
were due to chance, luck or skill. Subjects believed chance explained only a small amount of the 
outcome (18%), skill for significantly more (37%) but that luck played by far the largest role 
(45%). In short, many individuals believe that luck plays an important role in their lives, and that 
it is involved (sometimes to a very large extent) in determining the outcome of a wide range of 
events. 
 
Despite this, psychologists and parapsychologists have carried out little research into the topic.  
 
Much of the psychological work relating to luck has centred around ‘Locus of Control’ scales (see, 
e.g., Rotter, 1966; Ray, 1980). These scales ask individuals whether they believe the outcomes of 
events are determined by one’s own effort or due to factors over which one has little control (e.g., 
destiny, fate and luck). Individuals believing that they possess control over their environment and 
life events are classified as having an internal locus of control; those believing the opposite are 
seen as having an external locus of control. Attributions to luck are treated as attributions to an 
external and uncontrollable source. This stems from the implicitly materialistic assumptions 
psychologists typically bring to their research. The subjects of their studies, however, may not 
share these assumptions. To them an attribution to luck may be neither external (e.g. if they 
consider themselves to be lucky people) nor uncontrollable. Our pilot studies suggest that many 
individuals do see luck as a causal factor, not just a description of the ways things went. According 
to this view good luck produces good outcomes, bad luck produces bad outcomes. Thus, the 
relationship between chance and luck appears quite complex and is worthy of systematic future 
investigation.   
 
Similarly, only a small number of parapsychological studies have specifically examined the 
relationship between perceived luckiness and psi. This is perhaps surprising as most 
parapsychology experiments are essentially conceived on the notion that participants will perform 
beyond chance expectation on a task that would normally be determined by chance factors (such 



as card-guessing). In short, participants are encouraged to be ‘lucky’. The few studies that have 
studied psi and luckiness have yielded mixed results. For example, Greene (1960) ran an initial 
study to investigate whether perceived luckiness (measured by the ‘Greene Luck Questionnaire’) 
correlated with PK performance. Subjects were given a PK test in which each subject attempted 
to psychically influence the throwing of a ten sided die. Greene found no relationship between 
luckiness and PK. Ratte and Greene (1960) embedded a similar task into a game situation, in which 
the throws of the dice determined the outcome of different stages in an imaginary basketball game. 
Ratte and Greene reported a significant positive correlation between self-rated luckiness and PK 
scores. Further, Ratte (1960) reported that perceived luckiness correlated with PK scores in three 
of four conditions of a dice-throwing task. More recent studies examining the relationship between 
luck and psi have also produced mixed results (Gissurarson and Morris, 1991; Rebman and Radin, 
1995).  
 
This lack of research is unfortunate, as such work could make significant contributions to the 
psychology of belief, delusional thinking, cognitive and motivational biases, implicit learning, risk 
taking, self-perception, and our understanding of psi phenomena. The authors have recently begun 
a systematic program of research into the psychology and parapsychology of luck. This paper 
reviews the research completed to date and outlines the methodology of additional studies which 
will be carried out in the near future. 
 
Past research 
The concepts of luck and luckiness  
The authors have recently carried out research designed to explore individuals’ conceptions of luck 
and luckiness.   
 
One such study (Wiseman, Harris & Middleton, 1994) was concerned with individuals’ thoughts 
about the general nature of luck (e.g., do people believe their luck to be concentrated in specific 
areas of their life or spread evenly over many such areas; what is the relationship between 
individuals levels of perceived past luck and their expectations about future luck). The study 
utilised a specially constructed ‘Luckiness Questionnaire’ which consisted of 18 questions 
concerning the degree to which individuals believed they had been lucky in the past, and expected 
to be lucky in the future. In this study, subjects were instructed to consider themselves lucky if 
events that have their outcomes determined, at least in part, by chance have, over time, seemed to 
predominantly work out well for them. Subjects were to consider themselves unlucky if such 
events seemed to predominantly work out badly for them. The first 9 questions concerned past 
luck in specific areas of their lives (i.e., games of chance, financial matters, personal relationships, 



physical health, mental health, exam performance, sporting performance, career and home life). 
The final 9 questions concerned predicted future luck in the same specific areas. Three sets of 
results emerged: (i) The vast majority of subjects considered themselves lucky, (ii) subjects did 
not seem to feel that their level of luckiness was concentrated in specific areas of their lives, but 
rather viewed it as a more general concept which pervaded all aspects of their lives and (iii) 
subjects who believed that they have been lucky in the past believed that they would be lucky in 
the future.  
 
Another pilot study further examined the structure of belief in luck. One hundred individuals were 
asked general questions concerning the nature of luck (e.g., Are some people luckier than others? 
Are some people born lucky? Does luck run in families?). A factor analysis of the results indicated 
that individuals possessed one of three sets of beliefs: First, some saw luck as ‘genetic’, an attribute 
which was either present or absent at birth. Second, others believed that they could control their 
level of luck by engaging in various types of superstitious behaviour. A final group believed that 
their luck was given to them (and taken away from them) by a ‘powerful other’. Individuals who 
believed themselves unlucky tended to fall into the first or third category, whereas lucky 
individuals tended to fall into the second. Thus, lucky individuals tended to believe that they were 
fortuitous because of their own ability to cause their luck. In contrast, unlucky individuals believed 
that their lack of luck was caused by factors outside their control. 
 
Why do individuals believe that they are lucky or unlucky? 
Another part of our research has explored the mechanisms that cause individuals to believe that 
they are either lucky or unlucky.  This revealed a variety of possible explanations for individual 
differences in perceived luckiness.  
 
Cognitive biases  
Cognitive psychology has produced a large literature outlining the biases and errors individuals 
make when they perceive, manipulate and remember information. Many of these biases have been 
used to try and explain why certain individuals believe in the paranormal (French, 1992).  
Likewise, some of these biases could explain how people can mislead themselves into believing 
that they are especially (un)lucky.  
 
Some studies (e.g., Seidlitz & Diener, 1993) have shown that optimistic individuals tend to recall 
events which have worked out well for them, whilst pessimistic individuals tend to dwell upon the 
more negative aspects of their lives. This bias could cause optimistic people to overestimate the 
number of events in which they have been fortuitous, and thus perceive themselves as lucky. The 



authors recently carried out a pilot study designed to assess this hypothesis. Subjects were 
classified as either ‘lucky’ or ‘unlucky’ using the ‘Luckiness Questionnaire’ outlined above. Each 
subject was then asked to predict the outcome of twenty coin-flips. After each toss the subjects 
were informed whether their predictions were correct. After all twenty flips had been completed, 
subjects were asked to think back and estimate how many coin-flips they had correctly predicted. 
In reality, both lucky and unlucky people had correctly predicted the outcome of the coin 
approximately the same number of times. However, the individuals who saw themselves as lucky 
overestimated the number of correct predictions they had made, whilst the unlucky group 
underestimated their success.  
 
Similarly, Hintzman, Asher & Stern (1978) have shown that people selectively recall meaningfully 
related events. If this is the case, then it is possible that perceived luckiness is a function of one’s 
susceptibility to such a bias. For example, one may attach significance to, and selectively 
remember, occasions when things went extremely well (or extremely badly) and conclude that one 
has been lucky (or unlucky).  In addition, individuals who see themselves as lucky may do so 
because they have a tendency to interpret events that happen to them as being lucky. That is, events 
which are open to subjective interpretation may be interpreted in a more positive manner and so 
lead to a perception of having been lucky. 
  
Judgement of probabilities may also be a factor in perceived luckiness. It is well established that 
people in general are poor at estimating probabilities (Kahneman, Slovic & Tversky, 1982). 
Individuals who perceive themselves as especially (un)lucky may be especially poor at assessing 
the objective statistical likelihood of the occurrence of events in their lives. There has been some 
research on how paranormal believers may be more likely to misjudge probabilities than 
disbelievers. For example, Blackmore & Troscianko (1985) found that believers generally 
performed worse than disbelievers on probability estimation problems, with believers consistently 
underestimating the frequency of chance occurrences. It is suggested that such a lack of 
appreciation for how likely a particular event will occur by chance may result in a preference for 
a paranormal explanation. Perceived luckiness may be maintained in a similar way. 
 
Motivational biases 
It has often been noted that gamblers sometimes behave as if they can control the outcome of 
chance events (Cohen, 1960). For example, Henslin (1967) describes observing gamblers tending 
to throw dice softly if they want a low number and hard for a high number. Gamblers would also 
concentrate and exert effort when throwing the dice. Such behaviours can be deemed perfectly 
rational if the game is perceived to be a game of skill. 



 
In an important set of studies, Langer (1975) demonstrated that it was not just gamblers who were 
subject to this ‘illusion of control’. People are particularly susceptible to this illusion when factors 
from skill situations (such as competition, choice, familiarity and involvement) are introduced into 
chance situations. For example, Langer found that lottery participants who were allowed to choose 
their own ticket were more reluctant to re-sell their ticket than participants who were simply 
assigned a ticket. It was as if the act of choosing their own ticket led them to be more confident 
that the ticket would win than if the ticket had been randomly assigned to them. Thus subjects 
were not treating the lottery as a chance event but rather one that is influenced by skill, even though 
they had no control over the event. This illusion of control has been shown to be a powerful and 
pervasive effect (see Abramson & Alloy, 1980 for a review).  
 
Luck may well be the psychological dimension by which people rationalise this belief. To them 
chance events may well be more controllable than psychologists often assume. If so, the 
implications of an attribution to luck for a forthcoming event or past outcome may well be different 
from those researchers typically assume.  
 
Implicit learning 
A great deal of literature suggests that individuals are able unconsciously to register, and utilise, 
information in their surroundings (Reber, 1989). For example, it has been shown that individuals 
playing video games can unconsciously develop winning strategies through repeated playing of 
the game. They are not aware that they are developing these strategies, nor are they able to explain 
or articulate them (Berry & Broadbent, 1988). Psychologists refer to this phenomenon as ‘implicit 
learning’. It seems possible that ‘lucky’ individuals might be skilled at unconsciously registering 
information around them. They then use this information to make decisions which work out well, 
cannot understand how such correct choices came about and so perceive themselves as being 
lucky. 
 
Psi  
It is conceivable that some individuals are actually luckier than others (i.e., apparently chance 
events consistently work out in favour of some individuals).  If this were the case it is possible that 
these ‘lucky’ individuals might be using psi to create these favourable situations. Luck may be 
viewed as being analogous in some ways to a psi-mediated instrumental response (PMIR) as 
posited by Stanford (1974, 1990). This experimentally testable model attempts to provide a 
structure in which to examine ostensible extrasensory events in real life situations. According to 
the PMIR model, psi may operate at an unconscious level in accordance with the needs of the 



individual. Thus, a need to meet a particular person is enough to place us in the right place at the 
right time to meet that person. The experience of meeting someone just when we need them would 
be regarded by most as a stroke of good luck. ‘Lucky’ people (i.e. those for whom such situations 
occur more than one might expect) would be those who are more adept at using their psi or, as 
Broughton (1992) speculates, they are ‘psi-effective’. This line of thought follows on from the 
implicit learning theorists who claim that, under certain conditions, it is possible to unconsciously 
utilise information from one’s environment in order to respond appropriately. The difference here 
is that information is acquired through psi. 
 
As noted at the start of this paper, parapsychologists have carried out relatively few studies into 
psi and luck. Wiseman, Harris & Middleton (1994) recently started to address this problem by 
conducting an initial study to examine people’s views about how lucky they considered themselves 
to be and the possible relationship between self-reported luckiness and performance on an ESP 
task. They found that subjects’ responses regarding their past luck were positively correlated with 
responses regarding their future luck. Perceived luckiness was cohesive through various aspects 
subjects’ lives (e.g., health, relationships, career, etc.). Further, perceived luckiness was positively 
correlated with actual ESP performance for subjects who believed that the ESP task to be 
dependent on non-chance factors. Perceived luckiness was not correlated with ESP performance 
for subjects who believed the outcome of the ESP task to depend on chance. This study provides 
tentative support for the notion that luckiness and ESP are in some way related.   
 
Future research 
Interviews 
The authors have received a great deal of local, national and international media attention for their 
work into the psychology of luck (see, e.g., Beckett, 1994). Nearly all of the resulting newspaper, 
radio and television interviews have appealed for people who consider themselves especially 
(un)lucky to come forward and contact us. These appeals have produced a steady flow of 
respondents and we have now built up a considerable database consisting of over 120 ‘lucky’ and 
‘unlucky’ individuals. Most of these individuals have expressed an interest in becoming involved 
with our research and we have begun to carry out detailed interviews about their life experiences 
and thoughts about luck.  
 
Evaluating potential explanations 
A large part of our future research will attempt to assess the above explanations of perceived 
luckiness. We have developed a flexible computer program that examines individuals’ 
performance on an apparently chance task. In essence, the participant merely attempts to guess the 



outcomes of a series of RNG-based coin-flips (either with or without trial-by-trial feedback) 
graphically displayed on the screen as a boy flipping a coin. At the end of a pre-determined number 
of trials, the participant is asked to estimate how many coin tosses were correctly predicted. This 
allows experimenters to discover if lucky individuals are overestimating the positive events (i.e., 
the number of times they correctly predict the outcome of the coin) which occur to them. As noted 
earlier, some support for this hypothesis was provided by a pilot study in which subjects were 
asked to say how many guesses they had made correctly after twenty coin-flips made by the 
experimenter. 
 
The ‘implicit learning’ hypothesis can be examined in a similar way by, for example, employing 
patterned sequences of heads or tails. The outcome of each coin-flip would not be randomly 
determined but part of a pre-determined sequence. Subjects are not informed about the patterns in 
the sequences before the start of the experiment, nor are the patterns obvious enough to be 
consciously noticed during it. However, it is predicted that lucky subjects may be better at 
unconsciously learning that the sequences of heads and tails are not random and thus slowly 
become better at predicting the outcome of the tosses. 
 
If the psi hypothesis is true, one would expect lucky people to consistently guess heads or tails 
correctly more than would be expected by chance. Unlucky individuals would perform below 
chance expectation. Thus, we would have a scenario reminiscent of the ‘sheep-goat effect’ (see, 
e.g., Lawrence, 1993). The program can also be run in the form of a PK task in which the 
participant is asked to increase the number of heads or tails. 
 
In undertaking studies such as these, we hope to achieve a fuller understanding of the relationship 
between psychology, psi and perceptions of luck. It can be seen that there are many potential 
explanations for perceived luckiness. Indeed, it is unlikely that no single one of the various factors 
discussed above is solely responsible. Rather, they are likely to complement each other to some 
degree.   
 
Conclusion 
This paper outlines an ongoing research program that aims to gain a fuller understanding of the 
psychology and parapsychology of luck. This research explores individual’s beliefs concerning 
luck and the mechanisms (both normal and paranormal) which underlie these beliefs.  
 
This work is important for several reasons. First, such research may present a unique opportunity 
to observe and examine a unique aspect of psi ability. Second, the mechanisms involved in the 



formation and maintenance of belief in luck presents psychologists with an opportunity to evaluate 
(and possibly expand) theoretical concepts within cognitive and social psychology. Finally, and 
perhaps most importantly, belief in luckiness may have real implications for individuals’ lives. 
Whether they see themselves as lucky may effect their behaviour, decision making, the ways in 
which they account for their experiences and the factors they take into consideration when 
formulating their plans and goals. Such beliefs may or may not be beneficial for individuals. For 
example, people who believe that they are lucky may well attempt tasks that they might not 
otherwise undertake in the expectation that luck will go their way. To the extent that this facilitates 
effective and sustained action they might succeed in large part because the self-belief prompts 
continued and coherent action in the pursuit of the goal.  Alternatively, such beliefs may prompt 
people to undertake tasks beyond their capacities (in the expectation of ‘lucky breaks’) or to persist 
in the face of adversity when giving up the attempt is clearly more sensible.   
 
In short, although it is early days yet, research into luck has the potential to make both theoretical 
and pragmatic contributions to mainstream psychology, parapsychology and possibly even 
influence the way in which individuals live their lives.   
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