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      Block I. A world that does not have to be predictable

      • Lesson 1. Chance Does Not Ask Permission. What in our lives depends on action, and what arrives uninvited.

      • Lesson 2. Why the Mind Dislikes Randomness. Coincidences, illusion of control, superstition, Fortuna, Tyche, the law of attraction, “vibrations” and rituals.

      Block II. How we explain winners

      • Lesson 3. Who Really Deserves Their Success? Talent, effort, starting conditions, markets and randomness.

      • Lesson 4. The People You Do Not See Beside the Winner. Survivorship bias and the invisible comparison group.

      • Lesson 5. A Good Decision with a Bad Ending. Why the quality of a decision cannot be measured by one outcome.

      Block III. Where luck has a chance to happen

      • Lesson 6. How Many Doors Do You Need to Open? Repeated attempts, probability, small bets and the quality of experiments.

      • Lesson 7. The Stranger Who Knows Another Door. Weak ties and new routes for information.

      • Lesson 8. Can You Plan the Unexpected? Planned happenstance and skills for working with uncertainty.

      Block IV. Luck that accumulates

      • Lesson 9. One Lucky Turn Leads to Another. The Matthew effect, cumulative advantage and path dependence.

      • Lesson 10. A Lucky Streak or Statistical Noise? Runs, the gambler’s fallacy, the hot hand and regression to the mean.

      Block V. Life without guarantees

      • Lesson 11. How to Survive Bad Luck Without Betting Everything on One Outcome. Margin of safety, diversification and risk of ruin.

      • Lesson 12. The Architecture of Luck: What Can Actually Be Changed. Control, influence, agency and the final model of the course.

      At the end of the book

      • 120 test answers with explanations.

      • A general glossary of course terms.

      • Resources for each lesson.

      • What to Read and Watch Next.

      Recurring sections in every lesson

      Each evening follows the same structure: the main text investigates the subject through a sequence of questions, followed by Portrait, What a twist, key terms, a ten-question test and a short field assignment. The course-wide exercise is called the Luck Map. From lesson to lesson, you will mark real events from your own life and separate decision, preparation, external circumstances and randomness.
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      The word luck usually appears when the explanation has run out. Someone was in the right place at the right time, met a person who changed their career, entered a market just before demand rose, or happened to avoid a serious mistake. We say, ‘They were lucky.’ In another case everything goes the other way, and we speak of bad luck. These words are convenient, but too often they hide the question at the heart of this book: what exactly happened?

      Luck is not a scientific discipline in its own right. This course therefore sits at the intersection of decision psychology, probability, sociology, career research, economics and risk management. We are not looking for a promise that randomness can be controlled. The harder task is to understand where personal action ends and where events begin that could not reliably be predicted or controlled.

      The subject also has a cultural side. For thousands of years people have appealed to Fortuna and Tyche, carried talismans, chosen lucky numbers, consulted divination and performed rituals for money. Today, alongside those older beliefs, we find ideas about the ‘energy of luck’, vibrations, the law of attraction and manifestation. We will not ridicule these practices. They matter as part of the history of how human beings live with uncertainty. But cultural meaning and evidence for a causal mechanism are not the same thing. If a claim says that a thought, symbol or ritual directly changes an independent external event, it requires testable evidence. If that evidence is absent, the book will say so.

      The course begins with the language of randomness and the errors of intuition. Then we turn to success: why a winner’s biography looks more inevitable than it was, where survivorship bias hides, and why a good outcome can make a poor decision look wiser in hindsight. After that, the question becomes practical. Can we increase the number of situations in which a useful random event has a chance to occur? Here we meet repeated attempts, social ties and planned happenstance, a concept that does not promise to predict the unexpected but asks us to be ready to use it.

      In the final lessons we examine how good and bad luck can accumulate. One early success can produce money, reputation, connections and time, thereby changing the probability of later success. One serious loss can do the reverse. Finally, we build a strategy for resilience: how not to stake everything on one outcome, how to distinguish control from influence, and how to preserve responsibility without an illusion of omnipotence.

      This book is for readers aged fifteen and up who want neither a school summary nor a magical instruction manual. Formulas appear only where they make the idea clearer. The most visible one comes in Lesson 6 and shows why a series of independent attempts increases the probability of at least one success without turning that probability into a guarantee. The limitations of the model are stated directly.

      Every lesson contains a test. Its purpose is not to give you a grade but to catch the point where reasoning may have turned in the wrong direction. The answers are collected at the end with short explanations. There is also a Luck Map. Keep it honestly: do not search your past for confirmation of a theory you have already chosen. Record what is genuinely known. If you do not know why something happened, leave the question open.

      By the end of the twelfth evening you will not have a button for summoning good luck. That would be a false promise. You will have something more useful: a language for thinking about chance, risk, randomness, decision quality, social opportunity and margins of safety. Along with it comes a better question. Instead of ‘Why did the Universe choose that person?’, ask: ‘What in this situation depended on the person, what merely changed the probability, and what remained outside their control?’

      How the course works

      The twelve lessons are organised into five blocks. Each block pays off a question left by the previous one: first we define randomness, then test familiar explanations of success, move on to creating opportunities, examine cumulative effects, and finish with risk management and the boundaries of control. It is best to read in order, because many ideas return later in a more demanding form.

      On cultural and mystical explanations

      Talismans, Fortuna, Tyche, divination, lucky numbers, the law of attraction, “energy” and “vibrations” are treated as cultural and psychological ideas. Where a practice helps someone focus, reduce anxiety or formulate a goal more clearly, that behavioural mechanism can be discussed on its own terms. But this is not treated as evidence that a thought or ritual changes an independent external probability.
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        What in our lives truly depends on us, and what arrives uninvited

      

      

      Why the word “luck” gets in the way of precise thinking

      The word “luck” is useful precisely because it is so vague. We can use it for a banknote found in the street, a fortunate introduction, a lottery win, a good teacher, an unexpected vacancy at a university, the right moment to launch a business, or simply a day when everything seems to go more easily than usual. Events of very different kinds are thrown into the same bag. Some are determined almost entirely by chance. Others are strongly shaped by our decisions. In still others, these two layers are so tightly intertwined that separating them afterwards is almost impossible.

      For that reason, this course will not treat luck as a mysterious force. We will begin with more precise ideas. Chance means that a particular outcome could not be reliably predicted in advance from the information available. Probability tells us how possible a given outcome is within a particular model. Risk appears where several outcomes are possible and we can at least roughly estimate their probabilities and consequences. Uncertainty is broader: sometimes we do not even know the full list of things that might happen.

      In everyday speech, all of this often becomes a single phrase: “I was lucky” or “I was unlucky”. That is enough for conversation. It is not enough for understanding your own life. If someone calls every unexpected good outcome luck, they overlook their own contribution. If they treat every success as entirely their own achievement, they overlook circumstances. We need a more precise lens.

      
      Where control ends

      Imagine a graduate who has prepared carefully for a job interview. They researched the company, practised answering questions, arrived on time, and handled the meeting well. All of that was within their sphere of influence. But that morning another candidate declined an offer, the company unexpectedly decided to hire two people rather than one, and the head of department happened to know the university project the graduate had worked on. The graduate did not plan any of these events. Yet they changed the probability of success.

      The reverse situation works in the same way. Someone may prepare a sound business plan, save money, test a product, and open a small company. A month later, regulations in the sector change, major roadworks begin outside the premises, or the main supplier stops trading. The original decision to start the business does not become foolish because of that. The outcome simply depended on factors that were not part of the calculation.

      We will return to this distinction many times. In Lesson 5 we will look specifically at why a good decision can lead to a bad outcome, while a poor decision can sometimes turn out well. For now, remember one simple point: the quality of an action and the outcome of an event are connected, but they are not the same thing.

      
      Chance does not mean the absence of causes

      When we call an event random, that does not necessarily mean it happened without causes. A car was late because of traffic. The traffic formed after an accident. The accident had its own chain of causes. For the person standing at a bus stop and arriving late to a meeting, that entire chain was external and practically unpredictable. In their model of the world, it functioned as chance.

      This is why it helps to separate the philosophical question “Did this event have a cause?” from the practical question “Could I have known about it in advance and reasonably allowed for it?” For everyday decisions, the second question matters more. Even a completely causal world could be practically unpredictable to an individual if thousands of variables affect the outcome.

      Some events are deliberately modelled as random. The toss of a well-balanced coin, a value produced by a properly functioning random-number generator, or the selection of one ticket from a large shuffled batch can all be studied with probability. Human life, however, rarely resembles a clean coin toss. Skills, surroundings, other people’s decisions, and events no one warned us about are mixed together.

      
      One chance, two different outcomes

      Now return to the central distinction between receiving an opportunity and knowing how to use it. Two people are introduced to the same specialist. Both have the same chance to start a conversation. The first asks several precise questions, explains a project, exchanges contact details, and writes two days later. The second has a polite five-minute conversation and does nothing afterwards. The chance encounter was the same. The chain of actions that followed was different.

      That does not make the first person the master of chance. They could not demand in advance that the right specialist be standing nearby. But once the meeting happened, a sphere of control appeared: noticing the value of the contact, continuing the conversation, preparing a proposal, and tolerating a possible rejection. Experience, temperament, skills, and knowledge now matter.

      This is the rational core of the saying “fortune favours the prepared”, provided we do not take it literally. Preparation does not cause a random event. It increases the chance that the event will be recognised and used. Someone who speaks the relevant language can gain more from an unexpected meeting abroad. Someone who has studied a field for years may recognise the value of an unexpected idea more quickly. Someone with a modest financial reserve may be able to accept an opportunity that requires a month without income.

      
      Can we make luck happen more often?

      At first the question sounds contradictory. If luck is random, how can we make it occur more often? The answer appears when we stop trying to control a particular outcome and instead look at the number of situations in which something useful could arise at all.

      A person who sends one application takes part in one set of circumstances. Someone who sends twenty thoughtful applications takes part in twenty. An artist who never shows their work almost eliminates the chance of an accidental encounter with a future buyer. An artist who exhibits, publishes work, meets other artists, and responds to invitations creates more points of contact. None guarantees a result. But the space of possible events becomes wider.

      This is where the boundary lies between a magical and a practical understanding of luck. A practical strategy does not promise that the Universe will reward an active person. It makes a more modest claim: if a useful event can happen only through meeting people, publishing work, entering a competition, or sending an application, then not taking those actions removes those particular opportunities.

      In Lessons 6, 7, and 8 we will look at this in more detail: how the number of attempts changes the overall probability of success, why weak social ties sometimes bring new information, and what career psychologists call planned happenstance. For now we need the first foundation: chance does not obey commands, but the conditions in which we encounter chance partly depend on us.

      The number of attempts, however, is not a virtue in itself. A hundred pointless emails are not necessarily better than ten well-considered ones. Every attempt has a cost: time, money, reputational risk, and attention. Later we will introduce the idea of a “quality attempt”: an action should genuinely open a new possible path without destroying your ability to try again. This approach is especially useful when the outcome is uncertain. Instead of making one enormous bet, a person takes several sensible steps, gets feedback, and preserves resources for the next decision. Luck does not become more obedient. The design of the strategy changes.

      
      A chance event and the path of a life

      The same chance event can seem almost insignificant when it happens and enormous in its consequences years later. You took a different bus, started talking to someone, heard the title of a book, or agreed to cover for a colleague for one day. The event itself was small. But it changed the next choice, which opened another one. Years later, the starting point can look fateful.

      This is how path dependence arises. The current outcome is shaped not only by a person’s qualities today, but also by the sequence of earlier events. If an initial step led to a good teacher, the teacher helped build a skill, the skill led to a first job, and the job led to another introduction, then later success cannot be explained by one cause. The chain contains both personal actions and external turns.

      The reverse path develops in the same way. A small setback may force someone to abandon one opportunity, increase financial pressure, and narrow the next set of choices. So the study of luck is not only about isolated fortunate moments. Sometimes chance works through a trajectory: an early turn changes the options available later.

      We will return to this mechanism in Lesson 9 when we examine cumulative advantage. There we will ask an important question: why can a small early success sometimes provide resources for the next success, causing the gap between people to grow over time?

      
      Why the past looks more predictable than it was

      After an event, the mind gains a luxury it did not have beforehand: knowledge of the outcome. We already know who got the job, which business survived the crisis, which book became famous, and which route led to an important meeting. It is therefore easy to assemble the past into a tidy story in which every step seems to have led to that particular ending.

      But the person living through the event saw several possible futures, not one. The email might have gone unanswered. The project might have closed. The introduction might have led nowhere. The new skill might have proved unwanted. When we forget those alternatives, chance disappears from memory and the story becomes too neat.

      A useful question is: “What else could reasonably have happened, given the information available at the time?” It restores uncertainty to the picture. We will use this method when examining success, decisions, and survivorship bias. If we look only at the path that actually occurred, almost any outcome can be declared inevitable after the fact.

      
      Chance makes no promise of fairness

      A good outcome is easy to treat as a reward, and a bad one as a punishment. But chance keeps no moral score. A well-prepared person may become ill on the day of an important meeting. A careful driver may be injured because of someone else’s mistake. A person who ignores sensible rules may sometimes escape the consequences. None of this means that preparation or caution are useless. They change probabilities, but they do not sign a contract with the future.

      This distinction matters especially when we judge other people’s lives. If every favourable result is treated as deserved, it is easy to conclude that a person with a poor outcome must have done something wrong. Sometimes that is true, and sometimes it is not. To understand a particular case, we need to look separately at decisions, available resources, starting conditions, and external events rather than infer someone’s character from one final result.

      Nor should social conditions be passed off as pure chance. If one group of people systematically has better access to education, capital, or safety, that is no longer an isolated throw of the dice; it is part of the structure of the environment. Throughout the course we will distinguish carefully between random events and stable conditions that alter the probabilities faced by different people. Otherwise the word “luck” can end up concealing very real mechanisms.

      
      Personal responsibility without the illusion of omnipotence

      Talking about luck can trigger two opposite reactions. The first is: “If so much is random, why bother trying?” The second is: “If I try hard enough, I am guaranteed to get the result.” Both positions are comfortable because they remove complexity. The first removes responsibility. The second promises a degree of control no one possesses.

      A more mature position is less comfortable but more accurate. We are responsible for the quality of our decisions, our effort, our preparation, and what we do when an opportunity appears. But we cannot honestly take credit for every favourable circumstance. In the same way, not every failure proves a flaw of character. Sometimes a person did everything reasonably within their power and still lost.

      This view does not devalue hard work. On the contrary, it helps us see where hard work actually matters. It also teaches us to judge other people more carefully. Success is not always proof of exceptional merit, and lack of success is not always a verdict on a person. We will reach the question of why we study winners so eagerly while barely noticing people who did much the same without the same result in Lesson 4.
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      Portrait: John D. Krumboltz (1928–2019)

      American psychologist John Krumboltz spent much of his career studying how people choose education and careers. He worked at Stanford from 1961 and gradually arrived at an idea that sounded almost provocative in traditional career counselling: chance events should not be treated as obstacles to a proper plan. They are a normal part of a human life.

      With colleagues, Krumboltz developed the planned happenstance approach. The idea is not to plan a random event. That is impossible. What can be planned is exploratory behaviour: trying new things, meeting people, learning, asking questions, and turning an unexpected event into material for the next step.
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