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The Super Bowl Indicator—Fact or Fiction? 

On February 3, millions of people will follow what to them is the highlight in the 

year's sporting calendar: the Super Bowl, the annual championship game of the 

National Football League. Not only in football terms is this event highly intriguing, 

though: if the Super Bowl Indicator is to be believed, the Dow Jones will go up or 

down in the coming year, depending on whether the Super Bowl is won by the team 

from the National Football Conference (NFC) or by their rivals from the American 

Football Conference (AFC). Superstition has it that 2012 was again a good year for 

the stock market thanks to an NFC win. 

But is there more to the indicator than pure coincidence? Might there, indeed, be a 

correlation between the outcome of the Super Bowl and the performance of the 

stock market? We asked Prof. Manfred Frühwirth, member of WU Vienna's 

Department of Finance, Accounting & Statistics and Academic Director of the WU 

Executive Academy's Professional MBA Finance, for his views on this. 

 

Prof. Frühwirth, is the Super Bowl Indicator reliable? 

MF: Since 1967, the theory that an NFC win foretells an increase in the Dow Jones for the 

coming year while an AFC win presages a decline, has been right 30 times out of 46, which 

represents a success rate of approximately 65%. Although this may seem high, it does not 

have great statistical significance. The Super Bowl takes place only once a year, and so we 

have very little data. As for the future, we can expect the following to happen: the more data 

we collect, the lower the so-called "confidence interval" will be, and the closer we will get to 

a 50% success rate. 

You are a finance expert. What are the major flaws of the indicator, in your 

opinion? 

MF: Seen from a finance perspective, there is neither a rational reason nor a theoretical 

model to justify the assumption of a correlation between the outcome of the Super Bowl and 

the performance of the stock market. What is more, the Super Bowl Indicator relies on a 

correlation that is purely binary: will we see an AFC or an NFC win? Will stock prices go up or 

down over the coming year? If a correlation truly existed, it would be perfectly conceivable 

that other aspects, such as the difference in score, could also have an effect on the stock 

market: the higher the difference, the better the stock market fares. However, this is not the 

case. Apart from that, the Super Bowl Indicator includes data collected more than 40 years 

ago, ignoring the fact that the stock market environment has undergone fundamental 

change in recent decades. All this is problematic. 

Why, then, is the success rate so high? 

MF: Because of retrospective interpretation: indicators are selected on an ex post basis and 

can, therefore, be tweaked until they correlate with at least your sample. Take the so-called 

"Boston Snow Indicator", for instance: this theory states that a white Christmas in Boston 

will result in rising stock prices for the following year. If an ex post analysis were to prove 



 

 

the indicator wrong with regard to Boston, you would pick a different city inside or outside 

the USA. This is, however, no guarantee of future indicator reliability (i.e. of accurate out-of-

sample results). 

In other words, if it were not the Super Bowl, it would be something else? 

MF: Exactly. If the Super Bowl did not fit the bill, we might now be talking about the 

influence of basketball, ice hockey or baseball on the stock market in the coming year. And if 

yield predictions were off target with regard to the current year, they could still be on target 

with regard to the current month. If all else fails, tinkering with the selection of the stock 

index may help. As you can see, virtually anything is possible. Eventually, there will always 

be something that seems to correlate with something else. 

Why do many people, nonetheless, believe in this superstition? 

MF: This is to do with a phenomenon that experts refer to as the illusion of control (which is 

one aspect of overconfidence). People think they can control things when in fact they cannot. 

In life in general, and with regard to stock market performance in particular, they, therefore, 

overestimate the extent to which results are predictable but underestimate the significance 

of chance. Let me give you an example of the recent past to illustrate my point: the financial 

scandal in the Land of Salzburg. No one could possibly have predicted the outcome of the 

risky investment strategies that were adopted as a result of being overconfident and 

underestimating risk. 

Football lends itself to establishing such illusory correlations for a different reason: it is 

highly emotional, making people especially susceptible to superstition. Paul the octopus, 

who—based on some 2010 World Cup games—was said to be able to predict soccer results, 

is a similar example. 

Why do we succumb to the illusion of control? 

MF: Because we are reluctant to admit that certain circumstances and aspects of life are 

beyond human control. As a result, we are constantly looking for patterns and cause-and-

effect relationships, persuading ourselves that we are in control. We believe we have full 

control of the world around us when in reality we do not. Research has found, for instance, 

that people think they are more likely to win by rolling dice themselves than by having 

someone else roll for them. 

In finance, are there other phenomena similar to the Super Bowl Indicator? 

MF: There are several similar phenomena in behavioral finance that are often attributed to 

how the mood of investors influences their risk aversion: according to some pieces of 

research, for example, soccer results have an effect on the stock prices of businesses from 

the winning team's hometown in the days following the game. Others suggest that the stock 

market is also affected by what is showing at the movies: a broker's mood upon leaving the 

movie theater has a direct bearing on his trading behavior the next day. 

Prof. Frühwirth, you have repeatedly mentioned behavioral finance. What is it that 

is so intriguing about this topic? 

MF: Unlike traditional finance, behavioral finance specifically takes into account human 

psychology, which is why the results it produces reflect reality more closely. That being the 

case, behavioral finance is a key topic of the WU Executive Academy's Professional MBA 

Finance in general, and of the program’s "international residency", which takes students to 

Harvard University, in particular. At Harvard, they dedicate three days to studying behavioral 



 

 

finance. In 2014, Warren Cormier, president of the Boston Research Group and co-founder of 

the US Behavioral Finance Forum, will teach a behavioral finance module. In addition, a 

number of Harvard professors have agreed to give lectures on this topic. On top of that, 

during another two days at Harvard University, our students explore "Hot Topics in Finance", 

discussing the latest theoretical and practical trends in this field with lecturers. 
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