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The Belief in Superstition among Eastern and Western College Students and its 
Influence on Academic Performance 

 

Introduction 

Superstition is the belief that actions or thoughts can invoke either desirable or 

unwanted things into one’s life.  These beliefs, whether acknowledged by the participant or 

unconsciously performed, can influence human behavior and communication.  In the United 

States alone, around $900 million is lost in business each Friday the thirteenth.  The culturally-

specific negative implications surrounding the supposedly unlucky day arouses apprehension in 

people, so they choose not to go to work or go about their daily lives on that day (Palazzolo, 

2005).  This demonstrates that it is not uncommon for people to actively participate in 

superstitious beliefs.  

Even a United States former President can be found making decisions from superstitious 

ideas. When President Reagan and his wife, Nancy, moved out of the White House and into 

their new home in Bel Air, California, their address was “666 St. Cloud”.  To avoid the satanic 

reference of “666”, they changed the house number to “668” (Dresser, 2005).  Dresser tells of 

another common Western superstition where “most American hotels are missing a 13th floor, 

and many desk clerks report that most Americans will refuse room 1313 adamantly” (p.133).  

Hole (1996) states that “charms and mascots are used … to ensure safety or success, and any 

[magazine] editor… knows from…experience that faith in astrological prophecies is not yet 

dead” (p.8).  After all, “on college campuses, students often employ …strategies to assist with 
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performance on exams or athletic competitions” (Rudski & Edwards, 2007, p. 390). These 

beliefs are not limited to the United States; superstitious beliefs are common in many cultures, 

and they vary with fascinating diversity.  With superstition playing such a large, but seemingly 

unacknowledged role in behavior, it would be interesting and beneficial to study how these 

factors influence academic performance.  

Topic Overview 

The purpose of this study is to understand the belief in superstition among college 

students.  Block and Kramer (2008) propose that “superstition can be classified as either 

cultural or personal, and are invoked either to bring good luck or to fend off bad luck” (p. 162). 

This study will focus on the how modern college students interpret and utilize belief in 

supernatural forces in their academic practices and interactions. This communication 

phenomenon is important to investigate because universities, especially those with 

international programs, would be better able to assist their students of all cultures in creating a 

comfortable and conducive learning environment.  

An instance of cultural superstitious belief that can inhibit communication behavior, and 

in effect, academic performance would be the Japanese belief in “kotadama”.  Kotodama is the 

belief that words contain supernatural powers that make ideas a reality just by verbalizing the 

word (Hara, 2001). “In modern Japanese interpersonal communication, the belief in kotodama 

constrains verbal messages if it is seen as undesirable to utter them directly” (p.410).  For 

example,“Kuchi wa wazawai no moto” = “out of mouth comes evil” ( Hara, 2001) is an example 

of one of the proverbs that have a negative connotation for verbal expression.  Both positive 
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and negative connotations are associated with certain words, and this belief can be a very 

empowering or frightening concept. 

 Hara (2005) suggests that this is why many Japanese people prefer to use nonverbal 

cues rather than verbally express themselves.  Hara (2005) proposes that the belief in 

kotadama has “enriched verbal communication because it requires careful thinking about word 

choice and word use in Japanese society.  However, an overly blind belief in kotadama impedes 

one’s rational judgment of the facts behind the words, and occasionally causes 

misunderstanding by the receiver of the message” (p. 410). This cultural belief can certainly 

impair international and interpersonal communication within the culture itself.  If students with 

this belief participate in a study abroad program in an institution that is not aware of this belief, 

it could negatively affect the student’s academic performance; whether by their discomfort in 

lectures, apprehension to participating in class or using certain words in their assignments.  

Similarly, Rudski & Edwards (2007) found that American students knocked on wood and 

omitted saying certain words for fear of jinxing themselves. “Individuals rely on superstitious 

thinking and engage in superstitious rituals expecting that performing this ritualistic behavior 

will bring them luck, or at least ward off bad luck” (Block & Kramer, 2008, p.162).  If students of 

many cultures are superstitious in areas involving their academic performance and 

socialization, the student affairs department could perhaps benefit in knowing, and 

accommodating these beliefs.  
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Theoretical Grounding 

Symbolic Interactionism Theory 

In examining the ways in which people use superstition, it is appropriate to ground my 

research in the Symbolic Interactionism Theory of George Herbert Mead. Griffin (2009) defines 

symbolic interaction as “communication through symbols; people talking to each other” (p. 60). 

People use symbols to communicate meaning and they infuse meaning to symbols, varying 

worldwide.  In this way, Symbolic Interactionism can be applied to the participation in 

superstitious beliefs.    

There are three premises of the Symbolic Interactionism Theory.  They are (1) meaning, 

(2) language, (3) and thought (Griffin, 2009).  Griffin (2009) describes meaning as arising “out of 

the social interaction that people have with each other… meaning is not inherent in objects; it’s 

not preexistent in a state of nature.  Meaning is negotiated through the use of language” (p.60). 

Superstitions exist because of the meaning that is given to them. The second premise, 

language, can certainly be applied to the use of superstition. Many cultures have taboo words 

that are bad luck, or unsavory, to verbalize (i.e. cursing, kotadama, etc).  The final premise, 

thought, is especially relevant to understand the impact of superstitious beliefs.   After all 

“beliefs” are essentially “thoughts” that manifest through behavior and rituals.  

 

Self- fulfilling Prophecy 

Another manifestation of superstition is the belief in fate. The idea of fate, or destiny, 

also has grounding in this theory. The concept of self-fulfilling prophecy is a prediction made by 
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an individual about the outcomes of a situation, and by making the prediction; they act in a way 

that causes the predicted outcome (Griffin, 2009).  An example would be a person consulting 

their daily horoscope at the end of the day. They may see the day’s events differently through 

the prediction “filter”.  Oftentimes, the predictions are so vague that most people can apply 

them to their situation. People can derive meaning from all aspects of their life, and with the 

self fulfilling prophecy, this is usually concluded in hindsight.  

 

Identity Scripts 

Another way to approach the application of superstition to theory is with the concept of 

identity scripts. Identity scripts are the rules that we abide by in our daily lives; what is 

expected of us, who we are, and what we are supposed to do with our lives.  In other words, 

the script our identity is supposed to follow based on what we have been taught. Superstitions 

are usually culture-specific, and we learn of our cultures from those around us within our 

culture.  Family, friends, caregivers, teachers, etc. all have a role in shaping expectations of an 

individual at an early age.  

Wood (2010) says it best, “like the scripts for plays, identity scripts define our roles, how 

we are to play them, and the basic elements in the plot of our lives” (p. 47). This relates to 

superstition in that fate and luck can be infused into a person’s identity script.  If a child is 

brought up believing that it is their destiny to become a basketball star, and this is integrated 

into the child’s identity by their parents’ encouragement, this is a great example of how the 

belief in fate is developed.  Indentify scripts can change the way that person interacts 
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interpersonally, and also how they choose to express themselves. If a child is raised in a society 

that encourages a set life path, their identity script may inhibit them from interacting with 

certain people and reaching their full potential.  In this way, identity scripts are relevant to the 

understanding of superstition. 

Literature Review 

The Belief in Luck and Fate 

The belief in luck is a very ubiquitous theme in the discussion of superstition.  

Researchers Prendergast and Thompson (2008) gave questionnaires to 699 Chinese 

participants.  They gave the participants three options in order to get a new cell phone: a 

coupon, a discount, or a sweepstakes option.  Their results showed that the consumers were 

most likely to select the sweepstakes option, as opposed to the other choices.  Prendergast and 

Thompson (2008) speculate “that both belief in personal good luck and utility perhaps tap some 

other personality or behavioral trait” (p. 1056).  If participants reported that they had personal 

good luck, then they choose to lessen their logical odds of securing the phone by opting to try 

to win it, instead of accepting a discounted price.   This is relevant to the understanding of 

superstition because, in this case, the influence of luck is so influential that some chose to try 

their luck to secure a wanted item as opposed to the more realistic options.  

The idea of fate is another fascinating element of the superstition spectrum.  Simply 

speaking, the idea of fate is the belief that a person is born with a destiny that they will fulfill, 

no matter what choices they make.  The common Western adage that ‘everything happens for 
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a reason’ is related to this belief in that the believer will justify their and other’s actions based 

on what is ‘meant to be’.  This demonstrates how reliance on the self fulfilling prophecy can 

interfere with interpersonal relationships and decision-making practices. 

According to Cheng (2009) the Chinese are a collectivistic culture (a culture that focuses 

more on the community than the individual) that generally feels that there are outside forces 

that control their fate. Therefore, the desire to know what those forces have in store is a strong 

one that leads to the consultation of online fortune telling services. This belief in fate is an 

almost mystical one that can cause individuals to feel somewhat limited without the help of 

outside forces. Researcher Cheng (2009) examined the Chinese fortune-telling phenomenon.  

Information for his study was gathered from content analysis of websites, interviews, online 

surveys, and a specific survey of 6,088 users of a popular fortune-telling website. The majority 

of the users were female students and “about 68% of them espoused fatalism, agreeing that 

everything is predestined” (Cheng, 2009, p. 288).  Many of the users reported that their main 

motivation for using the service was for dating advice.  

 If the belief in fate was not a significant aspect of this culture, then fortune-telling 

would be a pointless endeavor. However, the fortune-telling business is booming – and many 

individuals in Eastern cultures believe that external forces have predetermined their actions 

and life experiences.  These individuals have an external locus of control, feeling that their 

outcomes are beyond their own control.  This can certainly affect the academic performance of 

those that experience these beliefs.  In contrast, “people with an internal locus of control 

believe that they control their own destiny…that their experiences are controlled by their own 
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skill or efforts” (Cheng, 2009, p. 293). These differences in locus of control perspectives of fate 

can influence communication, self expression, and academic performance.  

The Belief in Luck through Color 

Colors are often categorized, depending on the culture, as either lucky or unlucky. 

Kramer and Block (2008) investigated individual decision-making and judgment, and how it can 

be manipulated by superstition. They acknowledge that superstition has much to do with the 

marketing and packaging of products, which is related to human behavior and preferences.  

Forty-four Taiwanese college students participated in their study on consumer preferences. The 

participants were surveyed by listening to scenarios in which they were to imagine they were 

buying a new product, a rice cooker, and they were to rate the likelihood that they would buy 

it.  

The rice cookers in the scenario differed only in color; red, which is a lucky color to 

many Eastern cultures, and green, which is not associated with any belief and was therefore 

neutral.  The results of Kramer and Blocks’ (2008) study showed that students were most likely 

to be satisfied with the “lucky” red product over the neutral green product, even when given an 

additional scenario where the “lucky red” rice cooker burnt the rice on the first try.  Even more 

interesting to note was that the students reported that they were still most satisfied with the 

“lucky red” rice cooker scenario after purchase than the neutral green rice cooker that worked 

correctly on the first try (Kramer & Block, 2008).  
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The Belief in Luck through Number 

Numbers are another fascinating topic regarding superstition. Dresser (2005) states that 

“many cultures associate bad luck and death with specific numbers or number sequences” 

(p.135).  Kramer and Block (2008) researched ninety- five East Coast American college students 

in which two questionnaires were distributed. The students were given the same hypothetical 

scenarios on each survey except that the dates were changed; one being Tuesday the 19th and 

the other, Friday the 13th. The students’ answers were significantly more cautious in their risk-

taking responses when Friday the 13th was the day in which the hypothetical action was to be 

taken. The responses were higher in business risk-taking when the day was a “neutral” day; 

Tuesday the 19th (Kramer & Block, 2008). This shows that superstition involving number can 

inhibit behavior.  

Dresser (2005) explains that “just as Americans believe that [the number] thirteen is 

unlucky, the Chinese have strong beliefs about the good luck or bad luck associated with 

particular numbers.  Four is the most negative number, since its sound is the same as the word 

for death”(p. 134).  In a subsequent article by Block and Kramer (2009) another experiment was 

conducted that involved the surveying of seventy-nine Taiwanese college students and ninety 

East Coast American college students.  Both divisions of students rated hypothetical purchases 

based on their satisfaction.  The product in this experiment was a package of tennis balls, and 

the variable was that they were in either packages of eight or ten. (Block & Kramer, 2009).  The 

American students generally chose the most cost effective option-- the package containing ten 

balls. For the Taiwanese students, eight is considered a lucky number, so they chose the 
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package with eight balls.  Then, a follow-up study with 40 Taiwanese subjects was conducted to 

see if participants were willing to pay more for a package with a lucky number.  It was found 

that “Taiwanese subjects were willing to pay significantly more for the pack with eight versus 

ten tennis balls... that is, consumers who held superstitious beliefs related to the number 8 

were willing to spend over 50% more money for 25% fewer tennis balls" (Block & Kramer, 2009, 

p. 166).  Once again, the researching team of Block and Kramer find that superstition affects 

behavior in product selection among Eastern cultures.  

 

The Belief in Luck through Language 

Lucky words or phrases have significant bearing on the usage and application of 

superstitious habits.   In Chang and Lii’s (2008) review of Chinese brand names, they found that 

over fifty percent of brand names contained a lucky letter or concept.   This, in addition to many 

of the previous articles, shows that the business world has an understanding that the belief in 

luck heavily influences personal decision. 

Again, the Japanese belief in kotadama gives insight to the belief in luck through 

language.  Hara (2001) research on the kotodama concept, which also deals with linguistics, 

demonstrates how those in Japan can be limited in their self-expression because of this belief. 

It also demonstrates the relevance that superstition has on individuals, especially those in the 

collectivistic Eastern cultures.   
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The literature review compiles the work of many different scholars – yet one theme is 

constant: superstitions are present in many cultures and can influence human behavior and 

communication.  Varying in the belief in luck and fate, number, color, and language; 

superstition is united in that it is guiding some behaviors. Many people are participating, 

sometimes unconsciously, in these beliefs that have an influence on how they conduct 

themselves in their everyday lives.  

Research Gap 

My research will expand on the work of many scholars.  Present research focuses on the 

belief in luck and superstition in the business and marketing application, but there is currently 

no research on how it specifically affects the academic performance in college students.  

Kramer and Block’s (2008) research suggests that “people are motivated to rely on superstitious 

beliefs when their control over an event is undermined or threatened….the consistent finding 

across these studies was that as the likelihood of failure increased, so did the use of 

superstitious beliefs” (p.  784). The usage of superstition in this manner can be related to 

college students in that they want to succeed in their academic endeavors, and the fear of 

failure is a significant one. Examining the belief in luck and fate, number, color, and language in 

the academic setting can be beneficial in creating a conducive and comfortable learning 

environment.   

If superstition is being utilized, I am interested in the degree of influence it has on 

academic performance.  I am interested in how significant a role the belief in superstition plays 

in the communication and confidence in college students’ academic performance. I predict that 
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certain beliefs have the potential to restrict students from expressing themselves clearly in 

social settings, or perhaps enabling them to embrace opportunities with confidence.  

 

Methodology 

The qualitative method of research was chosen for this topic because there was 

significant research completed in the quantitative arena.  In quantitative research, “one of the 

advantages of collecting narratives is the richness and depth of the data collected. Moreover, 

stories can be collected about communication events that would be difficult or impossible to 

observe” (Keyton, 2011, p. 299).  Given that observing individual superstitious beliefs is not 

feasible, it was determined that qualitative methods would be more practical in conducting this 

research.   

I plan on conducting interviews and focus groups with college-aged students, on 

Longwood University’s campus for convenience, with ages ranging from 17-27 (10 year span to 

accommodate most students). I will group the students demographically by categorizing 

students by sex, age, and year in college.  I will also differentiate between East Coast American 

students and Chinese International visiting students.  Taking cultural norms into account, the 

American students will be interviewed and the Chinese students will be interviewed in focus 

groups.  This ensures the participants' comfort level and will hopefully ensure the desired 

discussion.  

I will record the interviews with a video recorder to document non-verbal cues as well.  I 

will record notes and, of course, provide the interviewee with the proper information at the 
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onset and a consent form before beginning. I will be conducting a semiotic analysis, since 

superstition is based largely on meaning that we assign to symbols. I am especially interested to 

see if there are any examples of positive outcomes in using superstitions to enhance the college 

experience for the college student. 

 Qualitative methodology was chosen because it is described as being useful in 

researching understanding meaning created by participants (Keyton, 2011).  I believe that this 

approach is best suited to research the meaning that students give to their belief in 

superstition.   

Research Questions 

RQ1: Do modern college students (East Coast American and Chinese visiting students) have 
superstitious beliefs that they frequently act on? 

I chose to focus on this question first because there needs to be an analysis of whether 
superstitious beliefs are a contributing factor to begin with.  The information I receive 
from this question will provide me with a better understanding of whether superstition is 
a viable issue among students. 

RQ2: Do college students (East Coast American and Chinese visiting students) believe that 
they have a predetermined fate? Do they believe in destiny? (Examples: Consulting fortune-
telling, horoscopes, etc).  

I chose this question because there needs to be an analysis of whether the concept of 
fate is a prevalent belief among college students.  The information I receive from this 
question will provide me with a better understanding of whether students belief in 
aspects of fate that affect their lives. 

RQ3: How does the belief in superstition and destiny affect academic and social performance 
among college students? (East Coast American and Chinese visiting students)  Does it inhibit 
or enhance self-expression?  

I concluded with this final research question because it infuses the relevance of the first 
two research questions and provides the framework for practical application.  If RQ1 and 
RQ2 are provide information that suggests that fate and superstition influence college 
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students, then my research can progress with RQ3. I will be able to identify to what 
extent these beliefs influence their academic performance and social lives. 

 

Conclusion 

“People have a strong desire to understand cause and effect; such knowledge provides a 

degree of control over the future. At times, however, people infer causation between behavior 

and outcomes when none actually exist” (Rudski & Edwards, 2007, p.389).  What better time 

period to research individuals unsure of their future with a desire to succeed than college 

students?  An example from my own understanding would be that the idea of “fate” is tied to 

the concept of self, and superstitions can be viewed as coping mechanisms that are intended to 

produce results.  These two concepts of “self and results” can be directly related to college 

students’ experience.  They can enhance or inhibit academic success and social interaction. In 

the same way, the concept of fate can be linked to expectations and superstitions can be linked 

to behavior.  I hope that my research can help provide insight into student affairs programs at 

universities that can help ensure a successful learning environment for students of all cultures. 
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Appendix A 

Interview/Focus Group sample questions:   

 Would you say that you are superstitious? Do you participate in superstitious 

habits? (i.e. knocking on wood, saying “jinx”, etc) 

o I chose to focus on this question first because there needs to be an 

analysis of whether superstitious beliefs are a contributing factor to begin 

with.  The information I receive from this question will provide me with a 

better understanding of whether superstition is a viable issue among 

students. 

 

 Can you think of any instance where you felt you could not say something or 

express the way you felt non-verbally because of a belief you had or that 

someone else had? Explain. 

o The research gap that I’ve identified can be filled by asking these 

questions to gauge how prevalent these beliefs are expressed among 

college students and if they affect their behaviors or level of comfort. 

 Do you believe that there is an omnipresent being(s) or force regulates 

everything in the universe?  Do you feel that you have a “destiny”? 
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o  I chose this question because there needs to be an analysis of whether 

the concept of fate is a prevalent belief among college students.  The 

information I receive from this question will provide me with a better 

understanding of whether students belief in aspects of fate that affect 

their lives. 

 

 

 

 


