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Abstract

Which person would be most likely to continue gambling? A person who has just experienced a big win or a person who has just
experienced a big loss? The answer appears often to be whichever gambler feels personally luckier. Two experiments investigated
how perceptions of luck, understood as a personal quality, are affected by near, but unrealized outcomes during a game of chance. In
Experiment 1, a near big loss at a gambling game heightened perceptions of personal luck relative to a near big win, even though all
participants actually won the same modest amount. In addition, participants who experienced a near big loss generated significantly
more downward counterfactuals than did those participants in the near big win condition. Most importantly, differences in self-
perceived luck influenced future gambling behavior. Participants who experienced a near big loss on a wheel-of-fortune wagered
significantly more on the outcome of a subsequent game of roulette than did those participants who experienced a near big win.
Experiment 2 extended these results by testing the possible influence of a different type of near outcome and by including a control

group. The discussion focuses on the emerging picture of how people understand luck.

© 2002 Elsevier Science (USA). All rights reserved.

Two gamblers find themselves playing adjacent slot
machines. Each of them places his or her last dollar into
the respective machines and watch as the wheels rapidly
spin. The wheels gradually stop; one machine nearly
misses JACKPOT ($70), and the other machine nearly
misses BANKRUPT. In the end, both wheels land on a
modest win ($10). The gamblers have now equally in-
creased their investments. Which gambler, however, will
be more likely to gamble again? The answer to this
question is a key one for understanding gambling be-
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havior. Future behavior is preceded not only by actual
wins and losses, but by near wins and near losses.

Counterfactual thinking

Our hypothetical scenario is usually understood in
terms of the counterfactual thinking approach (see Ro-
ese, 1997 for a review). Indeed, the basic elements of
counterfactual thought are present. Both of our gam-
blers could easily imagine an alternative outcome to the
one that they actually experienced. One type of count-
erfactual thinking (upward) involves the mutation of
events so that a better than observed outcome is imag-
ined, and its opposite (downward) involves the mutation
of events so that a worse than observed outcome is
imagined (e.g., Markman, Gavanski, Sherman, &
McMullen, 1993, 1995; Roese, 1994; Sanna, 1996). Our
near big winner likely wishes during the spin that he will
land on Jackpot; that easily imagined, but unattained
outcome, forms the basis for an upward counterfactual.
Our near big loser, on the other hand, wishes that the
wheel will not stop on the Bankrupt section; the easily
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imagined but avoided big loss then becomes the basis for
the downward counterfactual.

Luck as a personal quality and games of chance

Although the counterfactual approach is helpful in
understanding the cognitive outcomes of near events, we
believe that the information conveyed by near events, in
games of pure chance, may also affect people’s likeli-
hood of continued or future gambling. We believe that
self-perceived luck influences gambling behavior, and
that near big losers, paradoxically, feel luckier than near
big winners.

Our prediction derives from the proposition that
people understand luck as a personal quality (Darke &
Freedman, 1997; Wohl & Enzle, 2002). Theories in so-
cial cognition generally approach luck as an aspect of
the external world (e.g., Weiner, 1974). People are as-
sumed to understand that the roll of dice, the fall of a
roulette ball, and the outcome of a slot machine are
outside of their control. Good luck then occurs when
randomness produces a good outcome for the gambler,
and bad luck occurs when it produces losses. There is
evidence, however, that people sometimes understand
luck differently than the traditional psychological con-
ceptualization. For example, Wagenaar and Keren
(1988) have shown that people conceptually distinguish
between chance events and what we refer to as personal
luck, with the former term capturing the situational
aspect of random events, and the latter term capturing
people’s belief in a deployable personal (or disposi-
tional) skill. Elsewhere, we have suggested that people’s
estimates of their personal luck are influenced by con-
textual variables (Wohl & Enzle, 2002). We predicted
and found, in an illusion of control paradigm, that
people’s beliefs in personal luck were heightened when
they were able to make choices relevant to a pure game
of chance (selecting a lottery ticket) even though that
choice had no causal connection to the outcome of the
game. Thus, situational events can affect the amount of
personal luck that people believe they possess.

To the extent that a person views himself or herself as
personally lucky, subsequent betting behavior should
increase. Estimates of how much luck people believe they
possess should be the result of familiar person percep-
tion processes. Returning to our originating example, we
believe that the person who nearly missed the Bankrupt
outcome on the slot machine play will feel luckier, and
subsequently be more likely to gamble, than the person
who nearly missed the Jackpot. The near big loser who
has wished for the avoidance of what appeared an im-
minent loss should perceive his or her personal luck to
have been responsible for avoiding the bad outcome
(and should generate a downward counterfactual). On
the other hand, a person who wished for the Jackpot,

and who nearly experienced it, should perceive him- or
herself to be relatively unlucky (and should generate an
upward counterfactual). The net effect, then, is that the
person who nearly lost should feel personally luckier and
should bet more than the person who nearly won.

It is interesting to note that if we were to ignore the
implications of near experiences for self-perceived per-
sonal luck, the counterfactual thinking approach might
suggest a different set of predictions (e.g., Markman &
Tetlock, 2000; McMullen & Markman, 2000; Sanna,
1996, 1998). Generally speaking, theorists have assumed
that the processes involved in upward counterfactuals
serve a better preparative function than do those in-
volved in downward counterfactuals (see Johnson &
Sherman, 1990; Roese, 1994). A straightforward adap-
tation of the hypothesized preparatory function of up-
ward counterfactuals would be that the gambler who
nearly missed the big payoff (and hence sees a better
possible world) would increase his or her gambling be-
havior. But there is a problem with this adaptation to
games of pure chance. Research showing that upward
counterfactuals are linked to better subsequent perfor-
mance is based on the premise that perceived better
possible worlds lead to increased effort and practice.
This argument is reasonable in situations where con-
ventional skills can be improved via effort and practice.
However, in games of pure chance, no amount of
practice or increased effort will improve the gambler’s
chances at attaining a big payoff, regardless of people’s
perceptions to the contrary (cf. Langer, 1975).

Experiment 1: Personal luck and gambling behavior

In Experiment 1, we tested the hypothesis that near
big losses result in more extreme perceptions of personal
luck than do near big wins in purely random games.
More specifically, we tested the hypothesis that people
will perceive themselves as luckier and subsequently will
gamble more when they come close to a big loss than
when they come close to a big win. We also tested the
associated hypothesis that near big losses promote
downward counterfactual thinking whereas near big
wins promote upward counterfactual thinking.

Method

Participants and design

Participants were 30 male and female undergraduates
enrolled in introductory psychology at the University of
Alberta. They received partial credit toward a course
requirement.

Procedure and materials
The experimenter greeted individual participants
and reviewed the purpose of the research. Participants
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were told that the study concerned individual differ-
ences in knowledge about gambling, that they would
answer a few questions about gambling, and play some
games of chance. Participants then completed a brief
questionnaire (e.g., “what is the most popular place
for gambling in the world?”’) that supported the cover
story.

The participant was then told that (s)he would
soon enter another room to play various games of
chance. The experimenter gave the participant 5 to-
kens, each of which was worth $0.20. To enhance the
meaningfulness of the gambling task, the experimenter
said:

Just like any gamble you will have a chance to win more tokens,
and hence more money; however, there is also a chance that you
may lose all your tokens. At the end of the study, if you have any
tokens left, you will be allowed to exchange them for real
money. .. [that]... you will be allowed to keep.

The participant was then escorted to an adjacent
room and was seated in front of a computer that dis-
played a slot machine style wheel-of-fortune game. The
wheel was divided into seven sections. In the near big
loss condition the sequence of sections was: 70 tokens,
15 tokens, 5 tokens, Bankrupt, 10 tokens, 15 tokens, 5
tokens. In the near big win condition the sequence was:
Bankrupt, 15 tokens, 5 tokens, 70 tokens, 10 tokens, 15
tokens, 5 tokens. A “spin” button was located just be-
low the wheel. Clicking this button set the wheel in
motion, so that the sequences moved from the bottom of
a window to the top of the window. A red payoff line
was positioned horizontally in the middle of the win-
dow. In both conditions, three of the seven sections were
visible in the window at any given time the wheel was
spinning. The wheel spun rapidly at the onset of the spin
and then gradually decreased in speed. In the near big
loss condition, the wheel appeared ready to stop with
the payoff line on the Bankrupt section but continued
moving until the leading edge of the 10 token payoff
section crossed the payoff line. Similarly in the near big
win condition, the wheel reached its lowest speed on the
70 token Jackpot segment, but did not stop until the
leading edge of the 10 token segment crossed the payoff
line.

When the wheel stopped spinning, the experimenter
approached the computer ostensibly to check the out-
come. The experimenter then approached a table on the
other side of the room, gathered 10 tokens, orally
counted them individually, and handed them to the
participant. The participant was then asked to approach
a roulette table. The standard roulette wheel consisted
of 38 slots, individually numbered 0, 00, and 1-36 (the
numbers are not arranged consecutively and alternated
between red and black). The numbers, and the red-black
wagering options, were represented on a green felt bet-
ting layout.

The participant was told that (s)he would place a bet
on whether the roulette ball would land on a red or a
black number. The participant was informed that the
payout would be 1-1, so that if all 15 tokens were placed
on red and the ball landed on red, 15 tokens would be
won, yielding a total of 30. If, however, all 15 tokens
were placed on red and the ball landed on black the
original bet would be lost and no more games of chance
could be played. The experimenter explained that (s)he
would operate the game by spinning a small ball along
the inner edge of the roulette wheel in the opposite di-
rection of the wheel’s spin. (S)he instructed the partici-
pant to make his or her bet before the wheel was spun.
Once the bet was placed, and before the ball was spun,
the participant completed a post-experimental ques-
tionnaire (described in the next section). The participant
was then informed that the roulette game actually would
not be played. (We stopped the procedure so that no
participant would lose any money and each participant
would leave the laboratory an equal winner). As a ma-
nipulation check, the participant was asked whether
(s)he could recall the outcome of the wheel-of-fortune
spin and the number directly above where the wheel had
landed. All participants had perfect memory for these
numbers. The participant was then probed for suspicion
and debriefed.

Dependent measures

The post-experimental questionnaire consisted of first
a measure of counterfactual thinking adapted from
Markman et al. (1995) and then the Belief in Good Luck
scale (BIGL; Darke & Freedman, 1997). The counter-
factual measure asked participants to list three ways in
which the outcome of the wheel-of-fortune could have
been different. The BIGL is a 12-item individual differ-
ence scale designed to assess people’s belief about luck.
Although the scale was developed to measure stable
trends in beliefs, it can be used as a dependent measure
of transitory changes in the extremity of luck under-
stood as a personal quality (Wohl & Enzle, 2002). The
questionnaire consists of 6-point Likert scale items an-
chored at 1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree).
For example, item 3, 8, and 12 ask, “I consider myself to
be a lucky person,” “Luck works in my favor,” and
“Luck is nothing more than random chance,” respec-
tively. Higher composite scores reflect increasing belief
in personal luck.

Results and discussion"

Table 1 shows the means, ¢ values, and p values for all
dependent measures.

! The effects reported in this section were replicated even more
strongly in a separate experiment that did not include the intervening
behavior measure.
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Table 1
Dependent measures for Experiment 1
Near big  Near big ¢ )4
loss M win M
BIGL scale 41.13 33.87 2.51 <.02
Number of tokens bet 5.67 3.93 2.84 <.01
Counterfactual type -0.47 0.13 2.08 <.05

Personal luck and gambling behavior

As predicted, participants in the near big loss condi-
tion perceived themselves to be personally luckier than
participants in the near big win condition. Analysis of
the Belief in Good Luck Scale scores showed that par-
ticipants who experienced a near big loss on the wheel-
of-fortune expressed a greater belief in personal luck
than did those who experienced an earlier near big win.
Furthermore, we had predicted that people’s self-per-
ceptions of luckiness would influence their betting be-
havior. Consistent with this effect, participants in the
near big loss condition bet more tokens on the sub-
sequent game of roulette than did those in the near big
win condition. Not surprisingly, the BIGL and number
of tokens bet significantly correlated with each other,
r=.63, p <.001.

We then tested mediation of gambling behavior by
self-perceived personal luck following the procedure
described by Baron and Kenny (1986). As reported
above, we know that the near outcome independent
variable significantly affected both self-perceived per-
sonal luck and gambling behavior and that personal
luck and betting are significantly correlated. But is
personal luck merely epiphenomenal or does it causally
affect gambling? We regressed number of tokens bet on
both the BIGL scale and near outcome conditions. The
result of this analysis indicated that the effect of near
outcome conditions on betting was no longer significant
when number of tokens bet was regressed on both BIGL
and near outcome conditions, #(27)=1.57, p > .13.
Thus, there is strong evidence that self-perceived per-
sonal luck mediated gambling behavior.

Counterfactual thinking

The coding scheme for the direction of the first
counterfactual listed by participants was as follows:
+1=upward counterfactual; 0=no counterfactual;
—1=downward counterfactual. An example of a re-
sponse coded as an upward counterfactual was “I al-
most landed on the big one,” and “I could have gone
bankrupt” was an example of a counterfactual coded as
downward. Two independent judges coded for count-
erfactual direction. The inter-judge agreement rate was
100%. Consistent with established practice in this area
(e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1982; Markman et al.,
1995), only the first counterfactual generated by the
participant was analysed. A two-tailed ¢ test yielded a

significant effect for direction of counterfactuals. As in
previous research (e.g., Markman et al., 1995), partici-
pants in the near big win condition generated predom-
inantly upward counterfactuals, whereas participants in
the near big loss condition generated predominantly
downward counterfactuals.

We also considered the possibility that counterfactual
thoughts mediated self-perceived luck (rather than per-
ceptions of luck being directly produced by the near win
and loss experiences). The correlation between these two
variables was negligible, » = —.18, p > .34. Likewise,
there was no evidence that counterfactual thought
mediated gambling behavior, r = —.27, p > .16.

Experiment 2: Other types of near wins and losses and the
question of affect

Experiment 1 provided evidence that, perhaps coun-
terintuitively, people who experience a near loss in a
game of chance feel relatively luckier than people who
experience a near win. It also showed that people who
experienced the near loss subsequently gambled more
than people who experienced the near win. These results
closely matched our hypothesis that a near loss would
result in people feeling relatively lucky to have escaped
such a negative possible world (i.e., losing all their
money), thus leading to an increased willingness to
gamble. However, in Experiment 1, there was no control
condition in which neither a near win nor a near loss
occurred. Thus, the question remains of exactly where
these effects come from. That is, do near wins and near
losses both contribute to the effect? Experiment 2 in-
cluded a control condition in order to examine this
question.

Experiment 2 was also designed to address an inter-
esting issue about the potential role of affect in near
outcome situations (cf., Markman & Tetlock, 2000;
McMullen, 1997; Medvec, Madey, & Gilovich, 1995;
Roese, 1994). It could be the case that our particular
near wins and losses created somewhat unique emo-
tional reactions that might not characterize other types
of near wins and losses. For example, our near loss in
Experiment 1 (where the wheel just passed through
Bankrupt to land on 10 tokens) might have produced a
positive “plucked from the jaws of defeat” experience.
Our near win in Experiment 1 (where the wheel just
passed through Jackpot to land on 10 tokens) might
have produced a negative “I had it and lost it” reaction.
Perhaps, then, participants in the near loss condition
experienced relatively more positive affect than did those
in the near win condition. Such a difference in affect
would then constitute an alternative explanation for the
effects of near wins and losses on future gambling.

One way to resolve this possible conflation is to test
other near wins and losses that would generate different
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emotional reactions than might have occurred in Ex-
periment 1, but which would have the same implications
we described for self-perceived personal luck. For ex-
ample, suppose that we arranged a new near loss expe-
rience so that the wheel slows down in the 10 token
section and almost lands in Bankrupt; fear and negative
affect would be more likely than positive affect. Imagine
a new near win experience in which the wheel slows
down in the 10 token section and almost lands in
Jackpot; participants might feel empowered about en-
gaging in future gambling activity because of the thrill
they received from nearly winning. We included pre-
cisely these conditions in Experiment 2, and refer to
them as run-to near win and loss experiences to differ-
entiate them from the run-from near experiences in
Experiment 1. Although these run-to experiences are
likely to generate different emotions, note that they still
possess the features we regard as critical to our hy-
pothesis about personal luck and gambling. In both run-
from and run-to near loss conditions, the gambler’s wish
to avoid going Bankrupt is fulfilled, thereby enhancing
perceptions of personal luck. In both run-from and run-
to near win conditions, the gambler’s wish to land on the
Jackpot is thwarted, thereby diminishing perceptions of
personal luck.

Method

Participants, design, and procedure

Participants were 100 male and female undergraduate
students enrolled in introductory psychology classes at
the University of Alberta. They received partial credit
toward a course requirement. Participants were ran-
domly assigned among the five experimental conditions,
including a run-from near big loss, a run-from near big
win, a run-to near big loss, a run-to near big win, and a
control condition.

The procedure for Experiment 2 was identical to that
for Experiment 1, except for the addition of the three
new conditions. In the run-from near big loss condition
(identical to the near big loss condition in Experiment
1), the wheel appeared ready to stop with the payoff line
on the Bankrupt section but continued moving until the
leading edge of the 10 token payoff section crossed the
payoff line. Similarly in the run-from near big win
condition (again, the same as the near big win condition
in Experiment 1), the wheel reached its lowest speed on
the 70 token Jackpot segment, but did not stop until the
leading edge of the 10 token segment crossed the payoff
line. In the new run-to big loss condition, the wheel
slowed down on the 10 token section and stopped just
before the Bankrupt section. In the new run-to near big
win condition, the wheel slowed down on the 10 token
section and stopped just before the Jackpot (70 token)
section. In the control condition, the wheel spun very
fast and came to a sudden stop in the center of the 10

token section (the sections above and below the 10 token
section were not visible). The same questionnaire used in
Experiment 1 was used in this experiment with the ad-
dition of a measure of affect: “I am currently feeling”
anchored at (1) sad and (7) happy.

Results and discussion

Table 2 shows the means, F values, and p values for
all dependent measures.

Personal luck and gambling

To compare the no-near-outcome control condition
with the factorial design conditions, one-way ANOVAs
were conducted on all five conditions.? As expected, this
ANOVA showed a significant treatment effect on the
Belief in Good Luck scale. Tukey’s HSD post hoc test
revealed that participants in the run-from near big loss
and run-to near big loss (which are equivalent, p > .87)
expressed a significantly greater belief in personal luck
than did participants in the run-from near big win, run-
to near big win, and control conditions (which are
equivalent, p > .36), ps < .05. There was also a signifi-
cant treatment effect on number of tokens bet at the
game of roulette. Tukey’s HSD post hoc test revealed
that number of tokens bet by participants in the run-
from near big loss and run-to near big loss (which are
equivalent, p > .73) bet significantly more of their to-
kens than did participants in the run-from near big win,
run-to near big win, and control conditions (which are
equivalent, p > .43), ps < .002. Thus, type of near out-
come only had a significant impact when participants
experienced a near big loss as opposed to a near big win.
The differences within type of near loss or within type of
near win were nonsignificant. Furthermore, as with all
our other dependent measures, the near big win condi-
tions and control condition were indistinguishable.

As in the first experiment, we tested for mediation of
gambling by self-perceived luck. For this analysis we did
not include the control condition, because participants
in that condition did not experience a near outcome.
Recall that the wheel-spin procedure for control condi-
tion participants involved showing them only their
outcome while hiding adjacent outcomes. Including the
control condition in a test of mediation by near outcome
variable would thus make no sense because no near
outcome was experienced. As required for a demon-
stration of mediation, two-way ANOVAs (near win vs.
near loss X run-to vs. run-from) yielded significant near

2 Two-way ANOVAs (run-to vs. run-from outcome x near-win vs.
near-loss) also were conducted on the measures. In each case where the
one-way ANOVA including the control condition showed differences
between near win and near loss conditions, the two-way ANOVA
yielded a significant main effect as well. No other effects in these
factorial ANOVAs were significant.
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Table 2
Dependent measures for Experiment 2

Near big loss Near big win Control One-way ANOVA

Run-from M Run-to M Run-from M Run-to M M F P
BIGL scale 46.50 43.85 30.90 34.65 36.00 10.91 <.001
Number of tokens bet 7.10 6.35 2.80 2.85 3.85 21.55 <.001
Counterfactual type -0.55 -0.75 0.75 0.60 0.35 19.48 <.001
Affect 4.75 5.20 5.10 5.15 5.35 0.78 >.54

outcome main effects on both the BIGL, F(1,76) =
36.69, p < .001, and number of tokens bet, F(1,76) =
69.20, p < .001. (No other effects were significant in
these analyses.) As well, there was the requisite signifi-
cant correlation between number of tokens bet and
BIGL scores, r=.58, p <.00l. We then regressed
number of tokens bet on both the BIGL scale and the
two near outcome experiences (i.e., near wins and near
losses). For purposes of this analysis, we collapsed
across run-to and run-from types of near outcomes gi-
ven that the run-to and run-from forms did not differ on
our dependent measures. The regression analysis indi-
cated that the effect of near outcome conditions on
betting was no longer significant when number of tokens
bet was regressed on both BIGL and near outcome
conditions, #(77) = 1.04, p > .30. Therefore, as in Ex-
periment 1, there is evidence that self-perceived personal
luck played a mediational role in subsequent gambling.

Counterfactual thinking

A one-way ANOVA, including all five conditions,
yielded a significant treatment effect on direction of
counterfactuals. Participants in the run-from near big
win, run-to near big win, and control conditions gen-
erated predominantly upward counterfactuals, whereas
participants in the run-from near big loss and the run-to
near big loss conditions generated predominantly
downward counterfactuals. Tukey’s HSD post hoc test
revealed that there was significant differential focus on
possible worlds generated between the near big loss
conditions and the near big win and control conditions,
all ps < .002. There was, however, no significant differ-
ence in the extent to which participants focused on
better possible worlds between the conditions in which
upward counterfactuals were generated, p > .36. Like-
wise, there was no significant difference in the extent to
which participants focused on worse possibility worlds
between conditions in which downward counterfactuals
were generated, p > .89. Thus, at least in terms of the
types of counterfactuals generated, participants in the
new type of near outcome conditions (i.e., run-to near
outcomes) responded in a like-manner to their old type
of near outcome counterparts (i.e., run-from near out-
comes). Perhaps more importantly, though, is the fact
that participants in the control condition generated
upward counterfactuals. That is, participants in the

control condition responded to the experimental ma-
nipulation in a similar fashion to those participants in
the near big win conditions.

We also examined the possible mediational role of
counterfactual thoughts on self-perceived luck and
gambling behavior. As with our examination of media-
tion by personal luck, we excluded the control condition
from consideration because participants experienced no
near outcome. The correlation between counterfactual
thoughts and personal luck was negligible r = —.17,
p > .13, as was that between counterfactual thoughts
and gambling behavior, »=—.22, p>.05. Thus,
counterfactual thoughts seem to have no effect on self-
perceived luck and gambling.

Affect

We included two means of examining the potential
influence of affect on gambling in our near experience
paradigm. One was the inclusion of both run-to and
run-from near outcomes in Experiment 2, because the
types of outcomes seem to implicate differential emo-
tional consequences. As we have seen, however, both
types of near outcomes produce the same effects on
perceived luck and gambling. The second method we
included was a direct measurement of affect. One-way
ANOVA on our measure of affect revealed no difference
in mood between participants in the run-from near big
loss, the run-to near big loss, the run-from near big win,
run-to near big win, or control conditions. Inspection of
the means reveals that all participants were above the
midpoint on our scale, indicating that all participants,
regardless of condition, were in a slightly positive mood.
The lack of significant differences in affect should not
come as a surprise. Every participant achieved a positive
outcome irrespective of the near outcome experienced.
At the conclusion of the experimental session, every
participant won three dollars—a situation that would
understandably lead to positive affect.

General discussion

The results from the two experiments provide good
support for our predictions. Our starting point was the
question of who would gamble more, a person who
nearly won a relatively large sum or a person who nearly
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lost everything. We suggested that it would be the per-
son who was left with the greater sense of being lucky
after these experiences. We predicted and found that it is
the person who nearly loses everything who feels rela-
tively lucky (cf. Teigen, 1995, 1996), and it is this person
who subsequently gambles more.

We noted earlier that the implications of near wins
and losses at gambling previously have been ap-
proached mainly from the perspective of counterfactual
thinking (e.g., Roese, 1997). Our analysis of these ex-
periences in terms of perceptions of personal luck and
future gambling share some features of the processes
that theoretically contribute to counterfactual thinking,
but are distinct. Our predictions were based on self-
perception processes that implicate personalized aspects
of luck. That is, following a brush with a disastrous
gamble, people should consider themselves lucky to
have escaped unscathed. This self-relevant information
then should enhance their general perceptions of the
degree to which they possess the personal quality of
Iuck. When just missing a big payoff, people should
consider themselves not lucky enough to achieve the
desired outcome. Near big winners’ self-perceptions of
personal luck should therefore be lower than those of
near big losers. We also know from our results (and
those of others, e.g., Markman et al., 1993) that these
experiences result in the generation of predictable types
of counterfactuals.

An interesting question is whether or not upward and
downward counterfactuals are themselves responsible
for self-perceptions of luck. It could be the case, for
instance, that the near brush with loss results in the
downward form of counterfactual (“I could have lost
everything”) which then affects self-perceived luck
(““Having avoided the terrible loss, I must therefore be
very lucky’). Alternatively, successfully willing (wish-
ing) the wheel to avoid the Bankrupt could lead directly
to the self-perception of having controlled, through
personal luck, the gambling outcome. Our mediational
analysis suggests that counterfactual thinking and self-
perceived personal luck are independent outcomes of the
near win and loss experiences. It appears that percep-
tions of personal luck follow directly from the near win
and loss experiences. We also found that perceptions of
personal luck did mediate future gambling behavior.
This flow of causal events makes sense in terms of desire
for control models. Games of pure chance deprive
people of straightforward means of asserting control
over outcomes. Belief in the unconventional skill of
personal luck, however, provides people with a means
by which they influence such outcomes (Wohl & Enzle,
2002). This form of control belief would then affect fu-
ture gambling. The luckier people feel, the more they
will gamble. Note that contrasts with our control con-
dition suggest that most of these effects are attributable
to the luck enhancing effects of near losses.

Experiment 2 provided the opportunity to address the
possible influence of affect on perceptions of luck and
gambling behavior. We suggested that the specific forms
of near loss and near win in Experiment 1 could have
produced unique affective reactions that affected self-
perceived luck and future gambling (“plucked from the
jaws of defeat” for the near loss and “had it and lost it”
for the near win). In Experiment 2 we introduced new
near win and loss conditions designed to avoid con-
founded emotional reactions. These new conditions
produced exactly the same results as our original near
win and loss experiences. As well, our direct measure of
affect showed no difference between near win and loss
conditions. Affect appeared to play no discernable role
in our results.

Our results contribute to an emerging picture of how
people understand luck in purely random gambling sit-
uations. Wohl and Enzle (2002) proposed that how
much luck a person believes (s)he has fluctuates as a
result of transitory experiences, just as state anxiety can
vary within the boundaries of a person’s level of trait
anxiety. Consistent with this reasoning, Wohl and Enzle
(2002) found that people attempted to influence random
events when situational cues suggested that they were
personally lucky. In the present study, information rel-
evant to self-perception processes, the lucky avoidance
of a big loss, contributed to participants’ self-ascribed
state of personal luck that led to a strong desire to
gamble more.
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