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ABSTRACT 

Superstition, which gives rise to a series of erroneous beliefs, has long been a cross-cultural phenomenon, and it occurs 

more often in times of stress or uncertainty. The present study focused on the association between perceived stress and 

superstition of Chinese undergraduates and postgraduates, and explored whether self-efficacy plays the moderating role. 

We recruited 228 participants (Mean age = 21.18, 134 were female) to complete the Superstitious Beliefs Questionnaire 

(SBQ), Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and General Self-efficacy Scale (SES). The results illustrated that superstition was 

positively correlated with perceived stress (r = 0.16, p < 0.05), and its association with self-efficacy was negative, 

without reaching statistical significance( r = -0.04, p > 0.05). According to the regression analysis, the interaction of 

PSS and SES could hardly predict the superstitious belief (B = 0.02, t = 0.87, p > 0.05). In conclusion, from the statistical 

perspective, self-efficacy didn’t have a significant moderating effect on the relationship.  

Keywords: superstition, perceived stress, self-efficacy, moderating role. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Superstition exists almost in every cultural 

background and it means that people who hold 

superstitious beliefs would like to hold some erroneous 

opinions[1], or a series of paranormal beliefs[2]. Early 

researchers viewed superstition as the attribution of 

naturally explainable phenomenon to mystical or 

paranormal causes, or making some false beliefs seem 

scientific[3]. Behavioristic psychologists convinced that, 

related to associative learning, superstition exists due to 

accidental enforcement of the cause and outcome, which 

is based on instrumental conditioning theory[4-6]as 

people tend to be sensitive to even small variation in 

contingency[7]. While from observational learning 

theory, superstitious beliefs could be learned through 

observation when some causality happened. Moreover, 

superstition was defined as a cognitive distortion, which 

led to the erroneous beliefs that one could affect the 

outcome of chance events[8,9]in cognitive psychology. 

The form of superstition varies from different 

cultures[10]. In western countries, superstition beliefs are 

always associative with paranormal phenomenon or 

magic thinking, such as astrology, extrasensory 

perception, spirituality and precognition[11]. While in 

China, research on superstition mainly focuses on the 

fields of sociology, folklore, or politics. And most of the 

supernatural beliefs or behaviors are based on the deep-

rooted traditional Chinese culture, ritual and religion. 

Taking Taoism for example, Feng Shui, which aims at 

achieving balance between environment and health or 

fortune, plays a vital role in construction or business 

industry in China[12]. 

1.1.Superstition and stress 

With the even severe competition nowadays, there 

has been a consistent increase of self-perceived stress 

among college students[13]. Superstitious beliefs occur 

especially when people feel stressful, challenged, and 

uncertain, because people are common to lose a sense of 

control under these circumstances[14,15]. College 

students exhibited more superstitious behaviors before 

tough examinations or athletic competitions than 

unimportant tests[16]. What’s more, Lu et al found that, 

confronted with the unknown risk such as diseases, 

paranormal beliefs significantly predict higher vaccine 

uptake intention[17]. 

Previous research showed that superstition seems 

plausible to eliminate boredom proneness which is 

negatively associated with life purpose and perceived 

meaning[18], thus enhancing our sense of life control. 

Hence superstition is beneficial when it comes to 
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providing us with judgement of control[19,20], in 

accordance with previous founding that superstition 

satisfies the needs of managing psychosocial stress[2,15]  

1.2.Superstition and self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is identified in Social Cognitive Theory, 

defined as the personal appraisal of their abilities to 

overcome tough or challenging situations through 

specific performance[21]. Our thoughts and actions can 

be influenced by self-efficacy. It could be attempting to 

assume that people with low self-efficacy lack sense of 

control when they encounter obstacles or bear pressure, 

thus seeking security by means of superstition. A research 

found that luck-related superstition increased self-

efficacy[22]. Through exploring the relationship of 

paranormal thoughts and general self-efficacy among 

Chinese university students, Wang deemed that self-

efficacy was negatively correlated to their extent of 

superstition[23], which was consistent with that of 

Tobacyk and Shrader in 1991. However, Sachs 

mentioned that people with high self-efficacy were less 

superstitious, but not at a significant level[24]. 

In conclusion, superstition occurs more frequently 

when people feel stressful, and negatively associates with 

self-efficacy, but at ambiguous degree. However, there 

were no manifest association between the superstitious 

beliefs and certain emotional perceptions, namely, 

depression, anxiety, or stress[11]. Hence, as shown in 

Figure 1, the study will delve into the way perceived 

stress connected with superstition, and hypothesize that 

self-efficacy moderates the association. 

 
Figure 1. The moderation model of perceived stress, 

superstition and self-efficacy 

2. METHODS 

2.1.Participants  

I recruited 228 participants  (mean age = 21.18, 134 

were female), and the data of 12 subjects who failed to 

pass the polygraph test (e.g., “ Please choose strongly 

agree on this item.”)were omitted. All the participants 

were college students (25 freshmen; 70 sophomores; 58 

juniors; 49 seniors; 14 graduate or doctoral students). An 

online platform called Wenjuanxing in mainland China 

was used to fill in the questionnaires. 

 

2.2.Procedure  

Superstitious Beliefs Questionnaire was translated 

and modified based on the Chinese culture. Then 

Professor Robin Murphy, who developed the initial 

version of SBQ, provided some valuable suggestions 

about the adjusted items. Afterwards, participants around 

China were recruited online to complete the 

questionnaires. 

2.3.Materials 

2.3.1.Superstitious Beliefs Questionnaire 

A previous Superstitious Beliefs Questionnaire has 

been translated and modified[11] (Cronbach’s α= 0.9) as 

it hasn’t been used in China before and some statements 

may not in line with Chinese culture and cognitive 

pattern. For example, item 6 was ‘I would be 

uncomfortable with taking long trips on a Black Friday 

(the conjunction of a Friday and the 13th of any month)’, 

and it has been changed into ‘I would be uncomfortable 

with taking long trips on the 1st and 15th of every lunar 

month(e.g., The Ghost Festival)’. Considering that hardly 

do a host of Chinese citizens know much about the Black 

Friday,  similarly, they taboo taking long trips on the 2 

days of every lunar month as Chinese legend has it that 

the days are when the disembodied spirits come to the 

world (The Ghost Festival is on the 15th of the seventh 

lunar month). 

2.3.2.The Perceived Stress Scale 

In order to estimate the level of perceived stress, the 

14-item version the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-14) was 

applied[25] (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein,1983). 

Each stress manifestation was scored on a 5-point Likert 

scale,( “1= never ” and “5 = very often”), ranging from 

14 to 70 on aggregate. It showed a strong internal 

consistency ( Cronbach’s α = 0.85). 

2.3.3.The General Perceived Self-efficacy Scale 

Wang et al (2001) translated and modified the original 

10-item version of the General Perceived Self-efficacy 

Scale (GSES)[26]. It was a 4-point scale, (“1= totally 

disagree” and “5 = totally agree”). Its internal consistency 

was .91 in present study . 

3. RESULTS 

3.1.Analysis of Chinese Superstitios Beliefs 

Questionnaire 

The SBQ showed encouraging reliability among 

Chinese college students, Cronbach’s a =0.92. An 

exploratory principal components analysis was of 

necessity to checkout the potential factor structure of the 
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Chinese Superstitious Beliefs Questionnaire. The 

Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin value was 0.89, well surpassing 0.6

，which was the recommended value[27]. In terms of 

Bartlett’s test of sphericity[28], it also demonstrated a 

statistical significance (𝑉300
2  = 2330.52, p <0 .001). The 

SBQ possessed six components with eigenvalues 

exceeding 1.0, accounting for 61.74% of the variance 

totally. 

3.2.Common method bias test 

In present study, anonymity,  reverse scoring of some 

items and the design of 2 polygraph tests were required 

to eliminate the common method. Harman single factor 

test showed that 11 factors with characteristic root over 1 

were extracted from exploratory factor analysis, and the 

maximum eigenvalue of the variance was 20.39%(< 

40%). Hence, common method bias didn’t significantly 

exist. 

3.3.Demographic data and t-test analysis of 

SBQ, PSS and SES 

The mean score of SBQ was 52.18, higher than that 

of the British in previous study. Compared with 26.43 in 

Wang’s research[23], subjects in present study revealed 

a bit higher self-efficacy (M=27.18, SD = 5.67). While 

the perceived pressure of all participants were moderate. 

Table 1 vividly demonstrated the result from t-test 

that, compared with male, female students were 

significantly more superstitious, stressful as well as had 

relatively low self-efficacy( t(214)= 4.65, p < 0.001). 

People who had siblings( t(214) = 2.55, p = 0.01), grew 

up in urban areas(t(214)=1.98, p = 0.05) or worked as 

student cadre (t(214) = 0.38, p = 0.05) had higher level of 

self-efficacy. Moreover, the superstitious level rose 

significantly with the increase of the grades, F(5, 210) = 

2.49, p < 0.05.  

Table 1  Demographic Information and t-test Analysis 

Variable  N SBQ SES PSS 

gender male 82 48.55(18.05) 29.37(5.82) 39.34(8.34) 

 female 134 54.41(14.26) 25.84(5.16) 42.63(7.51) 

 t  -2.50 4.65 -2.99 

 Sig.  0.01 0.00 0.00 

siblings yes 109 53.22(16.08) 27.91(5.89) 40.75(8.56) 

 no 107 50.39(15.88) 25.90(5.06) 42.47(6.81) 

 t  1.25 2.55 -1.53 

 Sig.  0.21 0.01 0.13 

environment urban 137 53.27(17.52) 27.93(5.62) 40.74(8.39) 

 rural 79 51.08(14.34) 26.41(5.64) 42.03(7.55) 

 t  1.00 1.98 -1.18 

 Sig.  0.32 0.05 0.24 

Student cadre yes 102 53.14(18.12) 27.97(5.26) 40.76(8.74) 

 no 114 51.33(13.91) 26.46(5.94) 41.93(7.26) 

 t  0.81 0.38 -1.07 

 Sig.  0.42 0.05 0.29 

religion yes 14 56.5(14.20) 26(4.67) 41.93(7.94) 

 no 202 51.89(16.13) 27.26(5.73) 41.34(8.02) 

 t  1.04 -0.80 0.27 

 Sig.  0.30 0.42 0.79 

grade F  2.49 2.11 0.84 

 Sig.  0.03  0.06 0.53 

M(SD)   52.18(16.03) 27.18(5.67) 41.38(7.99) 

Note. SBQ = Superstitious beliefs Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale; SES = General Self-efficacy Scale. 
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3.4.Correlation analysis of the scores of SBQ, 

PSS and SES 

Table 2 revealed the Pearson correlation that the level 

of perceived stress was positively correlated with the 

level of superstition(r = 0.16, p < 0.05). The level of self-

efficacy was negatively correlated with SBQ, without 

reach statistical significance( r = -0.04, p > 0.05). While 

the score of SES significantly correlated with PSS(r = -

0.63, p < 0.01), more perceived stress, less self-efficacy. 

Table 2 Correlation of SBQ, PSS and SES 

 SBQ PSS SES 

BSQ 1   

PSS 0.16* 1  

SES -0.04 -0.63** 1 

Note. SBQ = Superstitious beliefs Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale (14-item); SES = General Self-

efficacy Scale. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. 

3.5.The moderation analysis of self-efficacy  

To further investigate the association between 

perceived stress, self-efficacy and superstitious beliefs, 

especially whether if self-efficacy played a moderating 

role on stress and superstition, a regression analysis was 

conducted. As illustrated in table 3, PSS significantly 

predicted SBQ (B = 0.22, t = 2.49, p < 0.01), while SES 

did not closely associated with SBQ (B = 0.13, t =1.49, p 

> 0.05). Additionally, self-efficacy didn’t moderate the 

relationship between PSS and SBQ to a statistically 

significant level as the interaction of PSS and SES could 

hardly predict the superstitious belief ( B = 0.02, t = 0.87, 

p > 0.05). And Figure 2 could vividly show the 

relationship through the simple slope test. 

Table 3 Superstition Regressed on PSS and SES, including 3 Demographic Factors and Interaction 

 R 𝑅2 F B t Sig. 

Model 1 0.21 4.4% 3.25   0.02 

gender     0.39 2.79 0.01 

environment    -0.15 -1.01 0.32 

siblings    -0.12 -0.83 0.41 

Model 2 0.27 7.5% 3.40   0.03 

gender     0.38 2.66 0.01 

environment    -0.15 -1.01 0.32 

siblings    -0.12 -0.83 0.41 

PSS     0.23 2.65 0.01 

SES     0.14 1.57 0.12 

Model 3 0.28 7.8% 2.96   0.38 

Gender    0.37 2.58 0.01 

environment    -0.16 -1.08 0.28 

siblings    -0.12 -0.85 0.40 

PSS    0.22 2.49 0.01 

SES     0.13 1.49 0.14 

PSS×SES     0.02  0.87 0.38 

Note. SBQ = Superstitious beliefs Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale (14-item); SES = General Self-

efficacy Scale. 
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Figure 2. The Simple Slope Test of Perceived Stress and Self-efficacy on SBQ 

Note. The figure illustrated the students with high or low self-efficacy’s SBQ score in high perceived stressful 

condition and low stressful condition. 

4. DISCUSSION 

4.1.Evaluation of the modified Superstitious 

Beliefs Questionnaire 

Although the questionnaire is translated and some 

items were modified, the Chinese SBQ possesses 

satisfactory and dependable reliability and validity. The 

results and ideal property of the scale could basically 

reflect the superstitious degree of Chinese students with 

approximately normally distribution.  

4.2.Demographic variables and superstitious 

beliefs 

The general superstitious level of Chinese college 

students slightly exceeded that of  British students in 

previous study[11]. It reflects that  superstition of Chinese 

college students cannot be ignored. Superstition plays an 

even fundamental role in their life to deal with tough 

academic workload and heavy burden [23]. 

Similar to the results of previous studies, there’s a 

possible gender difference in superstitiousness,  and girls 

were more superstitious than boys[22,29]. The reasons 

can boil down to the following factors. First of all, males 

play the dominant role in many fields conventionally, 

such as politics, business and military domain, therefore 

tremendous efforts should be made if women would like 

to strive for equal rights. And it paralleled with the 

conspicuously higher stress perception and lower self-

efficacy in this study. For this reason, superstitious beliefs 

do help for women to gain psychological comfort and 

alleviate the pressure. Moreover, it may be the natural 

sensibility and intuitive way of thinking that make them 

pay more attention to the co-occurrences of certain cause 

and effect, although they are illusory.  

  Contrasted with participants of lower grades, the 

advanced and postgraduate students were more 

superstitious. With the increase of grades, more choices 

are to be made by the students, and almost all the 

consequences of their choice and future life are 

unforeknown. According to previous studies, uncertainty 

is the key factor that attributes to paranormal thinking. 

4.3.The relationship between superstition, 

perceived stress and self-efficacy 

Apart from positively being correlated with SBQ, 

perceived stress could even significantly predict the 

degree of SBQ, the reasons being explored. Under 

stressful conditions, people have a propensity to be 

anxious and uncertain, so they resort to different methods 

to alleviate distress. And paranormal thinking can 

provide them with the illusion of control, therefore they 

rely more on a form of “psychic” to regain perceived 

control[15]. Further, superstitious beliefs often increase 

in times of stress, which is consistent with previous 

study[30]. Lasikiewicz et al found that positive 

superstitions improve self-appraisal of performance 
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through a ‘lucky pen’ experiment，in that aside from 

alleviating stress, the sense of mastery can enhance self-

efficacy[15]. So less stressful people show high self-

efficacy, which constitute an inverse proportional 

relationship. 

The initial hypothesis seemed to be overturned by the 

discrepant results, as the endorsement of self-efficacy did 

not significantly moderate the relationship of SBQ and 

PSS. Individual differences between the Chinese may 

provide an interpretation. For most people with high self-

efficacy, they are generally more confident and possess 

judgement of control as they prefer positive internal 

attribution[23], so they do not rely too much on 

paranormal beliefs and behaviors to overcome 

challenging situations, which is often the case in previous 

research[31].  

While for other people, according to the functional 

psychological theory, positive superstitions provide them 

with a shelter for psychological support, thus better 

adapting to the challenges in the context[22]. In Chinese 

culture, some religious or traditional theories have so 

deep-rooted effects on people’s daily life that some of 

them are internalized as a part of their cognition. 

According to the data released by Chinese authority, 

approximately 200 million of  Chinese have religious 

beliefs, most of them being buddhists and Taoists[32]. 

For instance, as a fundamental element in Taoism, people 

who believe in Feng Shui take up a moderate proportion 

in China. When they make important choice like which 

house to purchase, Feng Shui matters as it seems to bring 

long-term profits and well-being. Under such 

circumstances, laying emphasis to Feng Shui is rational 

even for people who refuse to acknowledge their 

superstition[12]. Some of the superstitious beliefs have 

been parts of their cognition and rationalized, without 

being realized. Consequently, fengshui, or some psychic 

actions are of equal importance when it comes to 

improving perceived-confidence and sense of control, 

thus enhancing self-efficacy.  

Another interpretation is that superstitious people 

possess illusory causation both in action and 

interpretation, which attributes to their overestimate of 

conjunctive events[11]. Previous studies found that 

people with high paranormal beliefs avoid  the repetition 

when generate randoms numbers, which showed that they 

systematically underestimated the possibility of a 

coincidence[33,34]. The cognitive bias and subjective 

avoidance make their spurious causal beliefs occur. So 

they tend to view certain accidental co-occurence as 

truth, which could enhance their sense of control instead. 

For example, if preying before an exam brings a student 

high scores, he may be more confident after preying in 

similar situation the next time. 

 

5. LIMITATION 

First of all, the number and age group of the 

participants were limited, so the Chinese version SBQ 

should be applied to more people to verify its validity. 

Moreover, through measuring by questionnaire, the 

uncertain degree of stressful situation was ambiguous. 

Further research will focus on manipulating the 

judgement of control by allocating participants to either 

stressful context or non-stressful context, such as a 

impromptu speech. 

6. CONCLUSION 

The current research investigates the relationship 

between perceived stress and superstition, and further 

explores if the moderation of self-efficacy is tenable. 

Contrary to prior hypothesis, although  superstition was 

significantly correlated with stress perception and 

negatively related to self-efficacy to certain extent, the 

interaction of PSS and SES cannot significantly predict 

SBQ, which suggested that self-efficacy didn’t play the 

moderating role on the relationship. 
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