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Abstract

Sex differences in risk seeking behaviour, emergency hospital
admissions, and mortality are well documented. However, little is known
about sex differences in idiotic risk taking behaviour. This paper reviews
the data on winners of the Darwin Award over a 20 year period
(1995-2014). Winners of the Darwin Award must eliminate themselves
from the gene pool in such an idiotic manner that their action ensures
one less idiot will survive. This paper reports a marked sex difference
in Darwin Award winners: males are significantly more likely to receive
the award than females (P<0.0001). We discuss some of the reasons
for this difference.

Introduction

Sex differences in mortality and admissions to hospital
emergency departments have been well documented,'” and
hypotheses put forward to account for these differences. These
studies confirm that males are more at risk than females. Males
are more likely to be admitted to an emergency department after
accidental injuries, more likely to be admitted with a sporting
injury, and more likely to be in a road traffic collision with a
higher mortality rate.' *'"> Some of these differences may be
attributable to cultural and socioeconomic factors: males may
be more likely to engage in contact and high risk sports, and
males may be more likely to be employed in higher risk
occupations. However, sex differences in risk seeking behaviour
have been reported from an early age, raising questions about
the extent to which these behaviours can be attributed purely to
social and cultural differences.'""

However, there is a class of risk—the “idiotic” risk—that is
qualitatively different from those associated with, say, contact
sports or adventure pursuits such as parachuting. Idiotic risks
are defined as senseless risks, where the apparent payoff is
negligible or non-existent, and the outcome is often extremely
negative and often final.
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According to “male idiot theory” (MIT) many of the differences
in risk seeking behaviour, emergency department admissions,
and mortality may be explained by the observation that men are
idiots and idiots do stupid things.'® There are anecdotal data
supporting MIT, but to date there has been no systematic
analysis of sex differences in idiotic risk taking behaviour. In
this paper we present evidence in support of this hypothesis
using data on idiotic behaviours demonstrated by winners of
the Darwin Award."”

Winners of the Darwin Award must die in such an idiotic
manner that “their action ensures the long-term survival of the
species, by selectively allowing one less idiot to survive.”* The
Darwin Awards Committee attempts to make a clear distinction
between idiotic deaths and accidental deaths. For instance,
Darwin Awards are unlikely to be awarded to individuals who
shoot themselves in the head while demonstrating that a gun is
unloaded. This occurs too often and is classed as an accident.
In contrast, candidates shooting themselves in the head to
demonstrate that a gun is loaded may be eligible for a Darwin
Award—such as the man who shot himself in the head with a
“spy pen” weapon to show his friend that it was real.'

To qualify, nominees must improve the gene pool by eliminating
themselves from the human race using astonishingly stupid
methods. Northcutt cites a number of worthy candidates."”'
These include the thief attempting to purloin a steel hawser from
a lift shaft, who unbolted the hawser while standing in the lift,
which then plummeted to the ground, killing its occupant; the
man stealing a ride home by hitching a shopping trolley to the
back of a train, only to be dragged two miles to his death before
the train was able to stop; and the terrorist who posted a letter
bomb with insufficient postage stamps and who, on its return,
unthinkingly opened his own letter.
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Methods

Data for the 20 year period from 1995 to 2014 were obtained
from the Darwin Awards (http://darwinawards.com).
Nominations for a Darwin Award are evaluated according to
five rigorous selection criteria: death, style, veracity, capability,
and self selection.”

* The candidate must be eliminated from the gene pool

¢ The candidate must show an astounding misapplication of
common sense

¢ The event must be verified
¢ The candidate must be capable of sound judgment
¢ The candidate must be the cause of his or her own demise.

The Darwin Awards are open to all ethnic groups, cultures, and
socioeconomic groups.

We reviewed all Darwin Award nominations, noting the sex of
the winner. Our analysis included only confirmed accounts
verified by the Darwin Awards Committee. Urban legends and
unverified accounts were excluded. Honourable
mentions—worthy examples of idiotic behaviour not resulting
in elimination from the gene pool—were also excluded from
the analysis. Examples include the man who slipped when using
a belt sander as an auto-erotic device and lost a testicle.
Repairing his scrotum with a staple gun, he was able to salvage
his remaining testicle thus failing to eliminate himself
completely from the gene pool.'”?!

Statistical analysis

A * test was performed comparing the observed distribution
of male and female award winners with the expected numbers
under the null hypothesis of no sex difference. For the statistical
analysis, we excluded those awards shared by both
sexes—usually couples. This meant that under the null
hypothesis we assumed Darwin Awards were equally likely to
be awarded to males and females according to their approximate
distribution in the overall population (50:50). Statistical tests
were performed using the SPSS statistical analysis system
version 19.

Results

Of the 413 Darwin Award nominations, 332 were independently
verified and confirmed by the Darwin Awards Committee. Of
these, 14 were shared by male and female nominees—usually
overly adventurous couples in compromising positions—Ileaving
318 valid cases for statistical testing. Of these 318 cases, 282
Darwin Awards were awarded to males and just 36 awards given
to females. There is a marked sex difference in Darwin Award
winners (see figurell). Males thus made up 88.7% of Darwin
Award winners, and this sex difference is highly statistically
significant (x’=190.30; P<0.0001).

Discussion

This paper reports marked sex differences in the distribution of
Darwin Award winners, with males much more likely to receive
an award. This finding is entirely consistent with male idiot
theory (MIT)"®* and supports the hypothesis that men are idiots
and idiots do stupid things.

However, this study has limitations. One of the weaknesses is
the retrospective nature of the data collection. One alternative
explanation for the marked sex difference in Darwin Award

winners is that there is some kind of selection bias. Women may

be more likely to nominate men for a Darwin Award, or there
may be some selection bias within the Darwin Awards
Committee. In addition, there may be some kind of reporting
bias. Idiotic male candidates may be more newsworthy than
idiotic female Darwin Award candidates.

Despite these limitations there can be little doubt that Darwin
Award winners seem to make little or no real assessment of the
risk or attempt at risk management. They just do it anyway. In
some cases, the intelligence of the award winner may be
questioned. For example, the office workers watching a
construction worker demolishing a car park in the adjacent lot
must have wondered about the man’s intelligence. After two
days of office speculation—how does he plan to remove the
final support to crash the car park down safely?—they
discovered, on the third day, that he didn’t have a plan. The
concrete platform collapsed, crushing him to death and flattening
his mini-excavator.

In addition, alcohol may play an important part in many of the
events leading to a Darwin Award. It is conceivable that the sex
difference is attributable to sociobehavioural differences in
alcohol use. Anecdotal data support the hypothesis that alcohol
makes men feel “bulletproof” after a few drinks, and it would
be naive to rule this out. For example, the three men who played
a variation on Russian roulette alternately taking shots of alcohol
and then stamping on an unexploded Cambodian land mine.
(Spoiler alert: the mine eventually exploded, demolishing the
bar and killing all three men.) Unfortunately the data on alcohol
consumption are incomplete and do not permit testing for sex
differences after adjustment for differences in alcohol
consumption between the sexes.

While MIT provides a parsimonious explanation of differences
in idiotic behaviour and may underlie sex differences in other
risk seeking behaviours, it is puzzling that males are willing to
take such unnecessary risks—simply as a rite of passage, in
pursuit of male social esteem, or solely in exchange for
“bragging rights.” Northcutt invokes a group selectionist,
“survival of the species” argument, with individuals selflessly
removing themselves from the gene pool. We believe this view
to be flawed, but we do think this phenomenon probably
deserves an evolutionary explanation. Presumably, idiotic
behaviour confers some, as yet unidentified, selective advantage
on those who do not become its casualties. Until MIT gives us
a full and satisfactory explanation of idiotic male behaviour,
hospital emergency departments will continue to pick up the
pieces, often literally.

We believe MIT deserves further investigation, and, with the
festive season upon us, we intend to follow up with
observational field studies and an experimental study—males
and females, with and without alcohol—in a semi-naturalistic
Christmas party setting.

We thank Wendy Northcutt and the Darwin Awards Committee for
permission to use their data. BL thanks The King Edward VI School,
Morpeth, for its support and declares that the study did not get in the
way of homework.
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Male and female Darwin Award winners. Line H, indicates expected percentages under the null hypothesis that males and
females are equally idiotic
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