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Participants who recalled or experienced an episode of good luck were less willing to take risks after having washed their hands. In

contrast, participants who recalled or experienced an episode of bad luck were more willing to take risks after having washed their

hands. Therefore, physical cleansing not only removes undesirable traces of the past but also desirable ones.
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videos used in Study 1 and classified each smile as either fake or 
genuine. The idea is that if sweet sensation is at least part of the af-
fective experience generated by the simulation of other’s smile, then 
it should be possible to attenuate the intensity of affective experience 
by first adapting the sweet sense. Assuming that affective experience 
engendered by simulated smile indeed forms the basis for under-
standing smile (Maringer et al., in press), we predicted that the adap-
tation of sweet sense would make participants more likely to judge 
a smile as non-genuine. We also expected the increased likelihood 
of interpreting a smile as non-genuine after sweet adaptation to be 
smaller in the in the cases of Non-Duchenne smiles than Duchenne 
ones because the former tended be simulated to a lesser degree than 
latter. The results support our hypothesis. Specifically, higher pro-
portion of Duchenne smiles were judged as fake in the sweet-snack 
condition compared to the other three conditions; whereas the pro-
portion of non-Duchenne smiles judged as fake did not differ across 
the conditions. 

Overall, our studies support the idea that sweet sensation might 
constitute at least part of the affective experience generated by the 
simulation of perceived smiles and hence play a role in the under-
standing of others’ smiles. It seems that when people describe a 
smile as sweet, they do taste a tinge of sweetness.

Washing Away Your Luck: Physical 
Cleansing Affects Risk-Taking Behavior

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Anecdotes suggest that people attempt to improve their luck by 

touching lucky persons or objects (Radford & Radford, 1961) and 
attempt to maintain or change their luck through strategic cleans-
ing behaviors. For example, British fishermen used to abstain from 
washing during a period of good catches for fear of washing their 
luck away (Radford & Radford, 1961). Similarly, gamblers and ath-
letes keep wearing the same unwashed socks or shirts during a win-
ning streak, but welcome clean cloths after a losing streak (Gmelch, 
1974; Vyse, 1997). These practices suggest a belief that good or bad 
luck is an essence attached to the self or to objects, which can be 
transferred (Wohl & Enzle, 2002) as well as washed away. 

The belief that one may “wash away” one’s luck suggests that 
the psychological impact of washing extends beyond the metaphori-
cal link between physical and moral purity identified in recent em-
bodiment research. For example, washing one’s hands alleviates the 
upsetting consequences of one’s own and others’ unethical behavior 
(Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006) and attenuates the impact of disgust 
on moral judgment (Schnall, Benton, & Harvey, 2008). Conversely, 
engaging in a moral transgression elicits a desire to clean the “dirty” 
body part (Lee & Schwarz, 2010a; Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006). Go-
ing beyond the moral domain, Lee and Schwarz (2010b) found that 
washing one’s hands can eliminate post-decisional dissonance effects 
in a free-choice paradigm, leading them to suggest that washing can 
more generally “wipe one’s slate clean” by metaphorically removing 
traces of the past. However, that cognitive dissonance is an aversive 
arousal state (Zanna & Cooper, 1976) and shares this characteris-
tic with people’s responses to moral transgressions (Haidt, 2001). 
In both cases, the promises of a metaphorical cleansing may match 
the person’s desire to alleviate a negative state.  If so, the clean-slate 
effect (Lee & Schwarz, 2010b) may be limited to things people want 
to “wash their hands of” – experiences that are negative, though not 
necessarily immoral. As the above superstitious behaviors indicate, 
bad luck is one of the negative experiences that prompt washing. 
In contrast, good luck is something that motivates the avoidance of 
washing, presumably in an effort to preserve one’s good luck. It is 

not clear whether incidental physical cleansings only clean the slates 
we want to clean, removing only undesired traces of the past, or they 
also remove even traces we’d rather preserve. Two experiments were 
conducted to address these questions.

In experiment 1, participants were first asked to recall either 
an incident in which they had good luck financially or an incident 
in which they had a bad luck financially. Then, in an ostensibly un-
related product evaluation, all participants evaluated an antiseptic 
wipe – half examined the wipe without actually using it, whereas the 
others tested it by cleansing their hands.  Finally, participants worked 
on a managerial decision task with choice between a riskless op-
tion (i.e., To reject a product improvement recommendation and stay 
with current level of profitability) and a risky option (i.e., To adopt 
the product improvement recommendation, which has 75% chance 
of succeeding and increasing the profit and 25% chance of failing 
and decreasing the profit). We found that without a hand-cleaning, 
participants who recalled past good luck were more likely to choose 
the risky option than those who recalled past bad luck. Thus, ac-
cessible memories of past luck influenced current risk taking. More 
important, the influence of past luck was significantly attenuated by 
hand cleaning: Participants who recalled past bad luck were more 
likely to choose the risky option when they had cleaned their hands 
than when they had not; conversely, participants who recalled past 
good luck were less likely to choose the risky option when they had 
cleaned their hands than when they had not. Therefore, good and bad 
luck can be “washed away”.

Experiment 2 tests the robustness of the observed effects by 
providing participants with a salient current episode of good or bad 
luck, namely a winning or losing streak in a real gamble.  Specifical-
ly, participants received an initial endowment of $100 HKD, which 
they could use to gamble. At the end of the first round of gambling, 
participants were self-selected into three categories: good luck (i.e., 
who had a winning streak), bad luck (i.e., who had a losing streak), 
and mixed luck (i.e., who had both winning and losing bets). Next, 
in an ostensibly unrelated product evaluation study, all participants 
evaluated organic hand soap; half examined the soap without actu-
ally using it, whereas the other half tested the soap by washing their 
hands.  Finally, participants participated in a second round of gam-
bling. They received an additional endowment of $50 and could bet 
any amount from $0 to $50. If they bet $X and won, they earned 
an additional $X, otherwise they lost the money they had bet. The 
amount of their bet serves as the dependent variable. The results 
showed that participants who had good luck in the initial round of 
gambling bet more money in the second round than participants who 
had bad luck. More importantly, participants who had bad luck in the 
first round bet more money in the second round if they had washed 
their hands. In contrast, those who had good luck in the first round 
later bet less money if they had washed their hands. Because losses 
loom larger than gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), participants 
with mixed luck would resemble participants who experienced bad 
luck, and they bet more after washing than not washing their hands. 

In sum, our studies show that people perceive good and bad 
luck as an essence that can not only be transferred by touching 
lucky people or objects (Wohl & Enzle, 2002), but also removed 
with soaps and wipes. Second, our findings bear on an issue that has 
received little attention in embodiment research: is the influence of 
metaphors limited to conditions where the metaphor is consistent 
with the person’s goals and desires? The answer is that accessible ap-
plicable metaphors exert their influence independent of the person’s 
motivation. 
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