
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Economic Psychology

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/joep

Costly superstitious beliefs: Experimental evidence☆

Ya'akov M. Bayera,⁎, Bradley J. Ruffleb, Zeev Shtudinerc, Ro'i Zultand
a Beer-Sheva Mental Health Center and Department of Health Systems Management, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel
bDepartment of Economics, Wilfrid Laurier University, Canada
cDepartment of Economics and Business Administration, Ariel University, Israel
dDepartment of Economics, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Experimental economics
Individual choice
Pregnancy
Popular beliefs
Superstition
Repugnance

JEL Codes:
C90
Z10

A B S T R A C T

Expectant parents experience a variety of emotions, including joy, anticipation as well as anxiety
and fear related to the health of the fetus, the delivery and the newborn. These sources of un-
certainty and stress render expectant mothers susceptible to the influence of popular beliefs. We
design an experiment to evaluate the widespread Israeli belief that a baby’s room should remain
unfurnished until after the baby is born. We test the impact of this belief on the economic de-
cisions of pregnant Jewish women in Israel. Our findings show that many pregnant women,
especially in the second half of pregnancy, prefer to avoid challenging popular beliefs – even at a
financial cost. The negative affective consequences of “tempting fate” lead to a preference for a
small monetary amount over new furniture for the newborn. The strength of popular beliefs and
its influence on individual choice vary in accordance with ethnicity and degree of religiosity.

1. Introduction

1.1. Overview

Popular beliefs, rituals and magical practices are central to many cultures. These beliefs are sometimes called ‘superstitions’,
stemming from the view that they are irrational, unfounded or vague beliefs.1 Various thinkers have considered such beliefs to be
attempts by human beings to understand and control the uncertainty in their world (Frazer, 1959; Freud, 1950; Mauss, 1972; Piaget,
1967; Thomas, 1971). Evolutionary models claim that superstition progressively develops over time into religion and later into
science (Frazer, 1959). This hypothesis does not sit well with the persistence of superstition, even in modern societies, despite rapid
scientific developments in the twentieth century (Jones, Rissell & Nickell, 1977; Zusne & Jones, 1982; Blackmore & Trościanko, 1985;
Gallup & Newport, 1991; Newport & Strausberg, 2001; Diaz-Vilela & Alvarez-Gonzalez, 2004; Musella, 2005). Competition between
superstition and other belief systems (e.g., religion) can be seen in Torgler (2007) whose findings from a multi-country study reveal
that Former Soviet Union residents display the highest degree of superstition, substituting superstition for religion eradicated during
the Communist era.
Anxious periods such as pregnancy trigger popular beliefs. A Jewish superstition that continues to survive is the popular belief
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that expectant parents should wait to decorate the nursery room until after their baby is born. The fear is that decorating the room of
an unborn child is presumptuous and may bring undue harm to the fetus or mother. In this paper, we design a novel experiment to
evaluate the strength and prevalence of this popular belief and the set of socio-demographic factors that predict its existence. We
recruited 434 pregnant Jewish women who chose between a sequence of pairs of options. One constant option is the immediate
receipt of baby furniture. The other option in each pair is an ever increasing cash payment. In the first pair, the cash payment is zero.
Thus, we anticipate that all but the most superstitious participants will prefer the furniture. As the size of the cash payment increases
from one pair to the next, we expect a larger fraction of subjects to switch from the choice of the baby furniture to the cash. The pair
at which a subject switches to the cash is our dependent measure.
We observe a stronger tendency in the second half of pregnancy not to challenge popular beliefs by avoiding the choice of the

baby furniture, even for the smallest monetary amounts. The strength of popular faith and its influence on individual choice varies in
accordance with ethnic origin and degree of religiosity. An analysis of the popular beliefs index found that women of Sephardic origin
and women who define themselves as “traditional” in their religious beliefs tend to believe more in popular beliefs.

1.2. Related literature

Survival of magical beliefs may stem from the human aspiration to understand, control and assign meaning to events. Reliance
solely on scientific explanations does not always satisfy the desire to attribute a reason to everything that happens. Dudley (1999)
assigns an adaptive value to superstitions in situations of helplessness, and demonstrates their relative advantage for emotional
balance. Situations that involve uncertainty and lack of control increase the tendency to search for explanatory mechanisms and to
find patterns and causality in places in which they may not exist (Whitson and Galinsky, 2008).
Previous studies also indicate that people who state that they do not believe in fate still act in a manner that takes into account

certain deterministic beliefs regarding fate and attempts to overcome it. Based on his research on popular beliefs in the United States,
Ferm (1989) claims that even people who do not believe in fate still refuse to tempt it, sensing that, “The universe punishes such
modest acts of hubris.” Risen and Gilovitch (2007) show that people believe that if they exchange the lottery ticket they are holding
with someone else, the trade will decrease their chances of winning – even though they cannot explain the mechanism or rationale
that would bring a change in their luck. Miller and Taylor (1995) claim that people believe in Murphy's Law that states, “Things will
go wrong in any given situation, if you give them a chance.” For instance, people believe that there is a greater chance of rain falling
when they have forgotten their umbrellas. Another belief is that leaving a queue to search for a faster-moving line will result in the
abandoned queue speeding-up soon after one’s departure. Risen and Gilovitch (2008) study the belief that ‘tempting fate’ brings bad
luck. Subjects were presented with two cases: one in which someone ‘tempts fate’ and another in which someone avoids doing so.
Then, subjects were asked to evaluate the likelihood of negative consequences for that person’s actions. Most respondents thought
that ‘tempting fate’ brings bad luck, even among those respondents who had previously stated that they do not believe in luck.
Tykocinski (2008) analyzes the effect of possessing an insurance policy on the perceived probability of losses that may be incurred

from a specified peril. The results of her experiments reveal that when people are reminded that they are covered by health, au-
tomobile or travel insurance, they feel safer and less likely to experience misfortune.
Some studies deal with luck or misfortune attributed to certain numbers. In different cultures there are numbers considered lucky

or unlucky. The number 13 is known in many Western cultures as unlucky and ominous. Fear of Number 13 has even been recognized
as a phobia called Triskaidekaphobia. Those who suffer from this phobia try to avoid bad luck by distancing themselves from
everything that is so numbered. Friday the 13th is considered an unlucky day in which some people refrain from, or take extra care in,
certain activities (Hoffman, 1987). Lucey (2000) analyzed the differences between the returns in the capital market on Friday the
13th compared to other Fridays in 19 countries between 1988 and 2000. Eleven of the 19 countries showed significantly higher
returns on Friday the 13th. Kramer and Block (2006) conduct a field experiment that reveals that interviewees behave in a more risk-
averse fashion on Friday the 13th.
In Chinese culture, the number 4 has a negative connotation and is considered unlucky because its pronunciation in Mandarin and

Cantonese is similar to the word “death”. By contrast, the number 8 is considered lucky since its pronunciation resembles the word
“prosper” or “wealth”. Woo and Kwok (1994) found that the prices of license plates in Hong Kong vary depending on the presence of
numbers on the license plate considered lucky or unlucky in Chinese culture. Shum, Sun, and Ye (2014) observed similar effects in
China’s housing market. Brown, Chua, and Mitchell (2002) found evidence of the influence of lucky numbers and holidays from the
Chinese calendar on price clustering in the Asia–Pacific stock markets.
In most societies, popular beliefs permeate significant life-cycle events, such as pregnancy and childbirth (Trachtenberg, 1961).

The period of pregnancy and childbirth can be life-and-death events. Maternal fatalities remain a major source of mortality, especially
in less developed countries. For example, the number of maternal deaths per 100,000 live births in women aged 15–49 was 546 in
Sub-Saharan African countries and 25 in European countries in 2015.2 In addition, neonatal death still occurs even in an age of
advanced hospital care. The neonatal death ratio, per 1000 live births, was 28 in Sub-Saharan African countries and 5 in European
countries in 2015.3 Prenatal tests are now the norm in the modern field of obstetric medicine, which enables the monitoring of fetal

2 Source: World Health Organization, UNICEF, United Nations Population Fund and The World Bank, Trends in Maternal Mortality: 1990 to 2015,
WHO, Geneva, 2015.
3 Estimates developed by the UN Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (UNICEF, WHO, World Bank, UN DESA Population Division)

at childmortality.org.
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