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Checking my calendar for upcoming deadlines I’m 
chilled to see another Friday 13th approaching, 
the second this year. This should not really be a 

surprise. The last one was in February, and given that 
February has 28 days (a multiple of seven) this year a 
second Friday 13th was pretty much a mathematical 
certainty. Definitely nothing spooky there. 

And yet…how many of us, including people who 
usually pride themselves on their scientific credentials, 
are a little bit more risk averse when the 13th of the 
month falls on a Friday? This kind of irrational belief 
is called superstition. You might like to start your 
reading about superstition — in particular the Friday 
13th thing — with this Guardian article: www.tinyurl.
com/opjntq4

Uncontrollable reinforcement
The simplest explanation for superstition is uncontrol-
lable reinforcement. Skinner (1948) claimed to have 
created superstitious pigeons using this phenomenon. 
Reinforcement takes place whenever a behaviour is re-
warded, either by something good happening (positive 
reinforcement) or by something bad not happening 

(negative reinforcement). The frequency of the behav-
iour that is rewarded increases as a result. 

Reinforcement is uncontrolled when the behaviour 
has no real effect on the apparent ‘reward’ but the reward 
follows the behaviour so that they appear to be linked. 
Skinner demonstrated this by feeding hungry pigeons 
when they were performing particular movements. It 
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Activities
1 Superstition is an excellent topic for a survey 

study. Design a survey to see just how 
superstitious your peers and perhaps your 
teachers are. You might look for differences in 
superstitious beliefs based on gender, age and 
scientific training. 

2 Consider whether superstition is a good or a 
bad thing. You might want to set this up as 
a class debate, or to use a collaborative visual 
website like Mind42.

was found that they would repeat those movements 
whenever hungry. For example one pigeon would 
repeatedly hop and another would turn in circles. You 
can read the article in full here: www.tinyurl.com/
klnq32n

This same phenomenon of uncontrollable reinforce-
ment could explain superstition in humans. Every time 
we avoid walking on the cracks in the pavement and 
our mother’s back does not break we are reinforced for 
this behaviour. Similarly, whenever we are especially 
cautious on Friday 13th and nothing bad happens our 
caution is reinforced and so we repeat it. 

The evolution of superstition
Although behaviourists like Skinner placed their 
emphasis on learning experiences, later behaviourists 
and evolutionary psychologists have agreed that we are 
predisposed to learn some behaviours because this has 
been an advantage in our evolutionary past. 

Foster and Kokko (2009) suggested that natural 
selection favours hazard-avoidance behaviour based 
on strong associations between behaviours and effects. 
In the absence of logical thinking in most species, the 
strongest associations are the ones most likely to keep 
the individual alive long enough to reproduce. This 
explains the learning of superstition: there is a strong 
association between risk-averse behaviour and the 
absence of a bad consequence. 

Put another way, since the chances of anything 
disastrous happening on Friday 13th are pretty small 
anyway, we easily develop a strong association between 
avoiding risk on that day and nothing bad happening. 
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Similarly, because on any given day the probability of 
most mothers sustaining a serious back injury is small, 
a strong association quickly develops between avoiding 
cracks in the pavement and having a mother with an 
intact spine. Learning from strong associations like this 
is adaptive in many situations, so for example we learn 
to avoid poisonous plants if they always make us sick. 

Performance benefits of 
superstition
Damisch, Stoberock and Mussweiller (2010) considered 
a more cognitive explanation for superstition. They 
demonstrated in a series of experiments that activating 
good-luck superstitions led to improved performance. 
In one experiment, for example, students in a golf-
putting task who were told that they had the ‘lucky 
ball’ putted more accurately than others. 

The researchers explained these results in terms of 
self-efficacy, our belief in our ability to perform a task 
successfully. It appears that superstitious beliefs about 
good luck enhance our belief in our own ability. This 
enhanced self-belief performs the cognitive function 
of improving performance. You can read this article in 
full here: www.tinyurl.com/nysnpsm
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