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is somehow “fixed” because so many black 
numbers emerged. But then consider the mid-
dle 10 spins; here, we have disproportionately 
more red numbers emerge. However, on aver-
age across the 50 spins, the emergence of red 
and black numbers is close to 50% each (24 
black numbers and 23 red numbers).

Let’s consider a nongambling example of 
the gambler’s fallacy. In well-known research, 
Thomas Gilovich and his colleagues (Gilovich, 
Vallone, & Tversky, 1985) examined the belief 
that basketball players have “hot streaks” when 
shooting the ball. That is, if basketball players 
have made a few shots consecutively, are they 
more likely to make their next shot than if they 
had missed their previous shot? In other words, 
is there a connection between the prior out-
come (i.e., making a previous shot) and a future 
outcome (i.e., making one’s next shot)? Gilovich 
and his colleagues examined shooting statistics 
for the Philadelphia 76ers and the Boston 
Celtics for the 1980–1981 season. For the 76ers, 
it was found that players were slightly less likely 
to make a shot after making their previous shot 
(51%) than after missing their previous shot 
(54%). Furthermore, the odds of making a shot 

after making the previous three or four shots (50%) were slightly lower than the odds of making a shot after miss-
ing the previous three or four shots (57%). For the Celtics, it was found that players are no more likely to make a 
second free throw attempt after making the previous free throw attempt or missing that first attempt. In fact, the 
team as a whole made 75% of its second free throw attempts after making the first free throw, and it made 75% 
of its second free throws after missing the first one. Taken together, these data strongly suggest that there is no 
“hot hand” in shooting a basketball even though it may feel that way when playing or watching a game.

LEARNING CHECK

1.	 In college, it sometimes seemed as though the harder I studied for a test, the worse I did on it. Explain how my 
thinking could be an example of an illusory correlation.

A: If I study hard, I should do well on tests. If I don’t study hard, I should do poorly on tests. Those are normal states 
of affairs. What I recall, though, are the “weird” instances in which I studied hard but did poorly on a test. Because 
such instances are rare, they stand out and are easier to recall. Thus, I’ve made a false (illusory) connection between 
my study habits and test scores.

2.	 If a couple has had three children who were all girls, they might assume their fourth child is likely to be a boy. Explain 
why the couple might think their fourth child is likely to be a boy.

A: There should be an “evening out” that occurs eventually (or so it feels to this couple). Of course, the sex of their 
fourth child has nothing to do with the sex of their first three children. This is an example of the gambler’s fallacy.

Photo 1.10  A roulette table and a roulette wheel.
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