
Perceptual  and  Motor  Skills,  2011,  112,  1,  211-­‐‑216.    ©  Perceptual  and  Motor  Skills  2011

DOI  10.2466/05.PMS.112.1.211-­‐‑216 ISSN  0031-­‐‑5125

ANOTHER  LOOK  AT  BASEBALL  PLAYER    
INITIALS  AND  LONGEVITY1

GARY  SMITH

Department  of  Economics  
Pomona  College

Summary.—Abel  and  Kruger  (2007)  reported  that  Major  League  Baseball  play-­‐‑
ers  whose  names  have  positive  initials  (such  as  ACE  or  GOD)  live  an  average  of  13  
years  longer  than  do  players  with  negative  initials  (such  as  ASS  or  BAD)  or  players  
with  neutral  initials  (such  as  GHR  or  TSW).  However,  this  conclusion  is  based  on  

-­‐‑

Baseball  players  when  a  correct  test  is  applied  to  independently  selected  initials.

Several  studies  (Savage  &  Wells,  1948;  McDavid  &  Harari,  1966;  Ha-­‐‑
rari  &  McDavid,  1973;  Levine  &  Willis,  1994)  have  investigated  whether  

themselves  and  by  others,  although  the  direction  of  causation  is  unclear  
because   the  names  parents   choose   for   their   children  may  be   correlated  
with  their  home  environment  and  parenting  style.  Other  studies  (McGee  

Caspi,  2006)  suggest  that  self-­‐‑esteem  may  be  related  to  health.  If  so,  there  

Pinzur  and  Smith  (2009)  found  that  among  2.1  million  white,  non-­‐‑Hispan-­‐‑
ic  California  decedents  for  the  years  1960  through  2004,  there  was  no  rela-­‐‑

-­‐‑
teem,  and  longevity,  presumably  there  would  be  an  even  smaller  relation-­‐‑

-­‐‑
other  person’s  initials  and,  likewise,  seem  to  seldom  think  about  their  own  

Nonetheless,  Christenfeld,  Phillips,  and  Glynn  (1999)  analyzed  Cali-­‐‑
fornia  mortality  data  for  the  years  1969–1995  and  concluded  that,  in  com-­‐‑
parison  to  people  whose  names  have  neutral  initials,  males  with  positive  
initials  lived,  on  average,  4.5  yr.  longer;  males  with  negative  initials  lived  
2.8   fewer  years;   females  with  positive   initials   lived  3.4  more  years;   and  
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port-­‐‑
ed  by  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  seem  surprising  and  perhaps  implausible,  
even  more  surprising  is  the  report  by  Abel  and  Kruger  (2007)  that  Major  
League  Baseball  players  with  positive  initials  lived  an  average  of  13  years  
longer  than  did  players  with  negative  initials  or  players  with  neutral  ini-­‐‑

-­‐‑
2

Also   troubling   is   the   fact   that   the  MLB  database  used  by  Abel  and  
Kruger  was  much  smaller  than  the  original  database  of  California  dece-­‐‑
dents.  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  looked  at  nearly  4  million  California  de-­‐‑
cedents  with  known  initials,  of  which  1,733  persons  were  characterized  as  
having  positive  initials  and  5,799  as  having  negative  initials.  The  MLB  da-­‐‑

17  players  have  initials  that  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  characterized  as  ei-­‐‑
ther  positive  or  negative.  Abel  and  Kruger  increased  their  sample  sizes  to  
11  players  with  positive   initials  and  30  players  with  negative  initials  by  
modifying  the  initials  list  used  by  Christenfeld,  et  al.

Two  types  of  problems  arise  when  studying  the  relationship  between  
initials  and  longevity.  First,  there  are  considerable  ambiguities  in  identi-­‐‑
fying  positive  and  negative  initials.  Second,  a  valid  statistical  procedure  

-­‐‑

Identifying  Good  and  Bad  Initials
Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  use  a  list  of  12  positive  initials  (ACE,  GOD,  

-­‐‑

initials  and  nine  neutral  initials  as  positive,  negative,  or  neutral.
Abel   and   Kruger   (2007)   used   a   list   of   eight   positive   initials   (ACE,  

CAN,  GOD,  HEP,  LEF,  NEW,  WEL,  and  WOW)  and  17  negative  initials  
(APE,  ASS,  BAD,  BCH,  CAD,  DAM,  DED,  DTH,  FAG,  FAT,  FCK,  HEL,  
HLL,  MAD,  RAG,  SIN,  and  SOB).  (Abel  and  Kruger  stated  that  they  used  
18  negative  initials,  but  their  published  list  only  contained  17.)

The  positive  and  negative  initials  chosen  by  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  
are  not  necessarily  those  perceived  by  others  to  be  the  best  and  worst  ini-­‐‑

-­‐‑
dents  were  able  to  distinguish  the  good  initials  from  the  bad  initials.  The  
list  used  by  Abel  and  Kruger  was  even  more  informal,  with  the  only  con-­‐‑
2Central  Intelligence  Agency.  (2010)  The  world  fact  book.
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-­‐‑
-­‐‑

tive  instead  of  negative  (the  two  players  with  CAN  initials  lived  83  and  84  
years).  HEP  is  an  unconvincing  choice  as  positive  initials  (the  two  play-­‐‑
ers  with  HEP  initials  lived  89  and  94  years).  Abel  and  Kruger  also  used  

bolster  their  statistical  conclusion.  For  the  initials  added  by  Abel  and  Kru-­‐‑

negative  initials  is  17.8  years.  All  but  one  of  the  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  

The  one  that  does  appear   is   the  negative   initials   (RAT)  of  a  player  who  

Morrison  and  Smith  (2005)  compiled  an  independent  list  of  positive  
and  negative  initials  by  using  all  263 -­‐‑
tions  for  initials  to  choose  100  candidates,  including  the  31  used  by  Chris-­‐‑
tenfeld,  et  al.  (1999).  They  asked  46  students  and  faculty  to  identify  the  10  
best  and  10  worst  initials  on  this  list.

(17),  VIP   (17),  CEO  (16),  WOW  (16),  GEM  (14),  FLY  (13),  FOX  (13),  HIP  
(12),  WIT  (12),  and  WIN  (11).  The  top  19  negative  initials  (in  order)  were  

California  database.
Only  two  of  the  eight  positive  initials  (ACE  and  WOW)  used  by  Abel  

-­‐‑
ger  added  to  the  list  used  by  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999),  only  two  (CAD  and  
DAM)  were  in  the  100  initials  list  compiled  by  Morrison  and  Smith  (2005),  

A  Valid  Statistical  Procedure
Retrospective   studies  have  many  potential  pitfalls.  Here,  one  prob-­‐‑

-­‐‑
ample,  Christenfeld,  et  al.

-­‐‑
ample  of  the  problem  is  if  mortality  rates  are  constant  regardless  of  ini-­‐‑
tials  but  there  are  more  people  with  negative  initials  in  later  birth  cohorts  
than  in  earlier  cohorts,  then  people  with  negative  initials,  whether  dead  or  
alive,  will  tend  to  be  younger  than  people  with  other  initials.
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There  is  no  a  priori  way  to  tell  which  of  these  competing  factors  dominates,  

Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  grouped  decedents  by  year  of  death,  which  
-­‐‑

pectancies.  Abel  and  Kruger  grouped  together  all  positive  and  negative  
initials,  regardless  of  birth  year  or  death  year.  This,  too,  does  not  address  

A  valid  statistical  procedure  for  dealing  with  these  issues  is  to  group  
decedents  by  birth  year  (Morrison  &  Smith,  2005).  For  each  birth  year  t,  
one  calculates  the  average  age  at  death  for  players  with  positive  initials  
(AAD+

t),  players  with  negative  initials  (AAD t),  and  controls  who  had  nei-­‐‑
ther  positive  nor  negative  initials  (AADc

t).  The  most  direct  comparison  is  
between  players  with  positive  and  negative  initials  who  were  born  in  the  
same  year.  However,  the  MLB  database  is  so  small  that  there  are  only  two  
years  that  meet  this  criterion.  Instead,  for  each  birth  year  t,  the  average  age  
at  death  of  players  with  positive  initials  (if  any)  was  compared  with  the  
average  age  at  death  of  the  controls  

d+
t

+
t

c
t

and  the  average  age  at  death  of  players  with  negative  initials  (if  any)  with  
the  average  age  at  death  of  the  controls  

d t t
c
t  .

initials   (WOW)   born   in   1853;   he   died   at   age   75.   There  were   23   control  

-­‐‑
-­‐‑

culate  two-­‐‑sided  p  values.
Data

Sean  Lahman’s  Baseball  Archive  was  used  to  collect  data  on  the  year  
-­‐‑

ceased  MLB  players.3
3Lahman,  S.  (2010)  Baseball  archive.
com/.
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initials.  It  is  unclear  whether  the  putative  low  self-­‐‑esteem  comes  from  the  
name  given  at  birth  or   from  the  name  that  a  player   is  known  by.  Many  

-­‐‑

-­‐‑
ples,  RLG,  LNR,  and  GHR.

players  with  positive  and  negative  initials,  in  each  case  compared  to  con-­‐‑
trols  with  the  same  birth  year.  The  three  sets  of  initials  are  those  used  by  
Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999;  CPG),  Morrison  and  Smith  (2005;  MS),  and  Abel  
and  Kruger  (2007;  AK).

TABLE  1
  

Initials Positive  Minus  Control Negative  Minus  Control

N M SD W 2-­‐‑sided    
p

N M SD W 2-­‐‑sided  
p

CPG 7 7.51 10.35 1.52 0.13 8 0.61 19.17 0.14 0.89
MS 8 5.57 8.90 1.54 0.12 15 0.40 15.49 0.28 0.78
AK 11 12.65 10.68 2.49 0.01 22 15.63 0.02 0.99
Note et   al.   (1999);  

-­‐‑

positive  and  control  initials  was  positive,  but  the  two-­‐‑sided  p  value  was  
-­‐‑

trol  initials  was  also  positive  (players  with  negative  initials  tended  to  live  
longer   than   the  controls),  but   the  p  values  were   larger   than   .05.  The   ini-­‐‑

p  

between  the  negative  and  control  initials  but  did  not  lower  the  p  value.

the  relationship  between  initials  and  longevity,  even  though  much  larger  
databases  were  available.  In  addition,  there  is  no  persuasive  theory  to  sup-­‐‑

-­‐‑
cy  of  a  Major  League  Baseball  player  by  13  years.

For  the  initials  chosen  by  Christenfeld,  et  al.  (1999)  and  Morrison  and  
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Smith  (2005)  without  reference  to  Major  League  Baseball  players,  there  is  
no  statistically  persuasive  evidence  of  a  relationship  between  initials  and  
longevity.  The  contrary  conclusion  reached  by  Abel  and  Kruger  (2007)  is  
due  to  a  selective  inclusion  of  initials  in  a  very  small  database.
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