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Misunderstanding Connections  
Between Events
In addition to not using information about probability, we 
as human beings also have a need to perceive order in the 
world. Think about being at a party, and you suddenly find 
yourself around people you do not know. You know 
almost nothing about them (other than they are at the 
same party you are), so what do you say to them? You 
have almost no idea where to begin to strike up a conver-
sation. Maybe you look at their clothes for some hint of 
what they are like. If someone is wearing a University of 
Florida T-shirt, you might ask them if they are from the 
state of Florida and perhaps mention you visited there 
(assuming that you did). You look for something, anything, 
to break the uneasiness of that situation. Even for the most 
socially outgoing among us, it is an awkward situation. So, 
you start looking to make connections with these people.

Our need to make connections is powerful. The world 
is much less stressful when it is predictable. Therefore, 
our minds seek to make connections between events in 
the world. We will highlight two of these tendencies now. 
The first tendency concerns perceiving connections that 
in fact do not exist. The second of these tendencies is a 
result of the first and concerns the misinterpretation of future events based on prior events.

Illusory correlations

To start a discussion of the first of these two tendencies, take a look at these two poker hands of cards in  
Figure 1.2. Which one is a player more likely to be dealt? A hand of 10 through ace, all of the same suit, feels 
highly unlikely. However, in reality, the odds of getting that hand are no lower than the odds of getting the other, 
seemingly random, hand of cards. We are wired as human beings to detect patterns in the world, and so it is 
here. We feel as though the 10 through ace is a more unusual hand than the other hand of cards. Statistically, 
however, the odds of getting either one are the same. This is an example of an illusory correlation. By “illusory,” 
we mean “not real” or an “illusion.” By correlation, we mean an “association” or “connection” between two 
behaviors or events. Much as an optical illusion is seeing something that is not present, an illusory correlation 
is perceiving a relationship when no relationship exists (Fiedler, 2000). We want the world to be a predictable, 
orderly place. So our minds impose order and logic even when order and logic do not exist.

Illusory correlation: tendency to perceive a relationship when no relationship really exists.

Let’s discuss some additional examples of illusory correlations. In college, I had a roommate, Alex, who was 
not only a nice guy, but smart, too. Alex worked hard and never took his natural intellectual ability for granted. 
He did well in all of his classes, and he went on to become an immigration lawyer in South Florida. We were 
roommates for our entire college careers, and he is still a good friend to this day. I am sure this information 
does not impress you. But here is what might impress you. Take a guess as to why Alex did so well in college 
and beyond. His intelligence? His hard work? Those would be reasonable guesses. Ask Alex, however, and he 
will tell you something different. Let me explain. In our first year of college, we had our first round of tests 

Figure 1.2    Two Equally Likely Outcomes


