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This research introduces the secondary contamination effect of luck. Four experiments demonstrate that  by either actually or virtually

contacting with a source with different luck characteristics, an originally neutral vehicle will be transformed into a contaminated

vehicle, and a recipient’s responses will be in turn affected by touching it.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
The influences of superstition in consumer’s daily life are prev-

alent. Superstition are peculiar beliefs which presumed to not be ve-
ridical (Berenbaum, Kerns, and Raghavan 2000) and do not have a 
rational, empirical, or scientifically established link to an outcome 
they are intended to influence (Kramer and Block 2011). Despite it 
may be denied on the conscious level, recent development in con-
sumer psychology has demonstrated that consumers are affected by 
various superstition beliefs (Block and Kramer 2009; Jiang, Cho, 
and Adaval 2009; Kramer and Block 2008, 2011). Drawing on the 
research in social psychology, this research introduces the secondary 
contamination effect and demonstrates its influences on consumer’s 
self-rated winning likelihood and risk-taking behavior. 

In the current research, we define the secondary contamination 
effect as the consumer’s responses affected by physically contact-
ing with a contaminated vehicle. Originated from medical and social 
psychology literature (Hejmadi, Rozin, and Siegal 2004; Nemeroff 
and Rozin 2000; Rozin, Markwith, and McCauley 1994; Rozin and 
Nemeroff 1990; Rozin et al. 1989), the research stream on the law 
of contagion has indicated the possibility of the secondary contami-
nation effect. Participants in these literatures consistently showed 
negative responses toward some contaminated objects (e.g., food or 
sweaters) because they believed that touching a contaminated object 
may make healthy people sick or catch some negative essences. In 
this research, the authors hypothesize that touching a contaminated 
vehicle may affect consumer’s responses. More specifically, by ei-
ther actually or virtually contacting with a source with different luck 
characteristic (lucky or unlucky), an originally neutral vehicle (e.g. 
a pen) is transformed into a contaminated vehicle, and a recipient’s 
responses will be in turn affected by physically contacting with it. 
The authors conducted four experiments to test the hypothesis.

82 undergraduate students (42 male) participated in a hypotheti-
cal beverage taste evaluation study. They were randomly assigned 
to one of three different source characteristics (Lucky, Unlucky, or 
Control). When participants arrived at the research lab, they were 
asked to wait in a separate room for five more minutes because of 
the late arrival of another research assistant (i.e. our confederate). 
One minute later, the confederate appeared and explained why he 
was late. 

We manipulated source characteristics by presenting different 
excuses for confederate’s late arrival. In the (Un)Lucky condition, 
the confederate told the participant he was late because the local 
police station informed him that his lost wallet was found and his 
money were safe (were taken). In the control condition, the confeder-
ate was late because of traffic jam. After explaining the reason, our 
confederate poured drinks into a plain paper cup in front of the par-
ticipants and told them to taste the drink as much as they want before 
reporting their evaluation. We measured participants’ taste evalua-
tion with three seven-point scales (α = .79). Following the taste eval-
uation task the confederate informed our participants that they had 
a chance to win an additional $30 prize in order to appreciate their 
contribution. Participants were then asked to rate their likelihood of 
winning this lottery game with a seven-point scale. Results of an 
one-way ANOVA indicated that there were significant differences on 
self-rated winning likelihood between groups (F(2, 79) = 10.47, p < 
.001). A post-hoc analysis suggested that participants in the Lucky 
condition reported highest likelihood (M = 4.85), followed by the 

control condition (M = 3.92), and lowest winning likelihood for par-
ticipants in the Unlucky condition (M = 2.79). However, results of 
another ANOVA showed no significant difference on taste evaluation 
(F(2, 79) = .45, p > .60, M = 5.31). Experiment 1 provided initial 
evidence for the secondary contamination effect. 

Experiment 2 examines the influences of consumer’s trait su-
perstition (Carlson, Moen, and Fang 2009). The authors argue that 
consumer’s trait superstition will moderate the relationship between 
source luck characteristics and downstream responses. Specifically, 
the secondary contamination effect will be stronger for those high in 
trait superstition. 145 undergraduate students participated in Experi-
ment 2.

The procedure and manipulations were identical with experi-
ment 1 except two modifications. First, in the current experiment, 
before our confederate’s arrival, participants completed an unrelated 
lifestyle questionnaire. In this questionnaire, we captured partici-
pant’s trait superstition with seven items adopted from Carlson et 
al. (2009). Secondly, participants participated in another ostensibly 
unrelated task after the taste valuation task. They were invited to a 
bigger or smaller game, and they could bet any amount on with their 
participation fee ($5). The betted amount was recorded as the depen-
dent variable. 

Multiple regression was conducted to test our hypothesis. 
Source characteristics were coded as two dummy variables using 
control condition as the baseline. As we expected, results indicated 
that Lucky condition had a positive effect on betting amount (β = .16, 
p < .05) and Unlucky condition had a negative coefficient (β = -.28, 
p < .01). Trait superstition had no direct influence (p > .60), but its 
interactions with both dummy variables reached significance. More 
specifically, for high-trait-superstition participants, the influence of 
(Un)Lucky condition on the betting amount was stronger (Lucky: β 
= .18, p < .05; Unlucky: β = .27, p < .01), comparing with those of 
low trait superstition.

In another two experiments, the authors found that the second-
ary contamination effect was attenuated when the participants be-
lieved that luck is an indivisible personal resource (experiment 3). 
Moreover, by modifying our experiment procedure, experiment 4 
demonstrated that participant’s direct observation was not a neces-
sary condition for the secondary contamination effect. 

This research contributes to the literature in consumer psychol-
ogy in several ways. First, we introduced the secondary contami-
nation effect into consumer research context. Second, our research 
answers a recent call for more research on the synergistic effects of 
various forms of peculiar beliefs (Kramer and Block, 2011). Third, 
the current research also suggests that people may take more risk just 
because they incidentally touch a contaminated vehicle. 

rEFErEnCE
Berenbaum, Howard, M. Tyler Boden, and John P. Baker (2009), 

“Emotional Salience, Emotional Awareness Peculiar Beliefs 
and Magical Thinking,” Emotion, 9 (2), 197−205.

Block, Lauren and Thomas Kramer (2009), “The Effect of 
Superstitious Beliefs on Performance Expectations,” Journal 
of the Academy of Marketing Science, 37 (2), 161-169.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 603

Hejmadi, Ahalya, Paul Rozin, and Michael Siegal (2004), ”Once 
in Contact, Always in Contact: Conceptions of Essence 
and Purification in Hindu Indian and American Children”, 
Developmental Psychology, 40 (4), 467–476.  

Jiang, Yuwei, Angela Cho, and Rashmi Adaval (2009), “The 
Unique Consequences of Feeling Lucky: Implications for 
Consumer Behavior,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 19(2), 
171-184.

Kramer, Thomas and Lauren Block (2008), “Conscious and 
Nonconscious Components of Superstitious Beliefs in 
Judgment and Decision Making,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 34 (6), 783-793.

______ (2011), “Nonconscious Effects of Peculiar Beliefs on 
Consumer Psychology and Choice,” Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 21 (1), 101-111

Nemeroff, Carol and Paul Rozin (2000), “The Makings of the 
Magical Mind: The Nature and Function of Sympathetic 
Magical Thinking,” in Imagining the Impossible: The 
Development of Magical, Scientific, and Religious Thinking 
in Contemporary Society, ed. Karl S. Rosengren, Carol N. 
Johnson and Paul L. Harris, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1–34.

Rozin, Paul, Maureen Markwith, and Clark Mccauley (1994), 
“Sensitivity to Indirect Contacts with Other Persons: 
AIDS Aversion as a Composite of Aversion to Strangers, 
Infection, Moral Taint, and Misfortune,” Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology, 103 (3), 495-504.

Rozin, Paul and Carol Nemeroff (1990), “The Laws of Sympathetic 
Magic: A Psychological Analysis of Similarity and 
Contagion.,” in Cultural Psychology Essays on  Comparative 
Human Development, eds. James W. Stigler, Richard A. 
Schweder, Gilbert Herdt, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 205-232.

Rozin, Paul, Carol Nemeroff, Wane, M., and Sherrod, A. (1989), 
“Operation of the Sympathetic Magical Law of Contagion 
in Interpersonal Attitudes among Americans,” Bulletin of the 
Psychonomic Society, 27 (3), 367-370.

Carlson, Brad D., John C Mowen, and Xiang Fang (2009), “Trait 
Superstition and Consumer Behavior: Re-Conceptualization, 
Measurement, and Initial Investigations,” Psychology and 
Marketing, 26 (8), 689-713


