
Mel says, “This is swell! But it’s not ideal—it’s a free, grainy PDF.”

Attain your ideals!

Purchase a nicer, printable PDF of this issue.

Or nicest of all, subscribe to the paper version of the Annals of  
Improbable Research (six issues per year, delivered to your doorstep!).

To purchase pretty PDFs, or to subscribe to splendid paper, go to  
http://www.improbable.com/magazine/

http://www.improbable.com/magazine/


SEPTEMBER|OCTOBER 2009 (volume 15, number 5)  $6.50 US|$9.50 CAN
0 274470 88921

09>

ANNALS OF

Helmet Speeds You Up?
Solar System Vanishing?

Lazy Bureaucrats...

Helmets 
& lost 
Pl anets

Special Issue



2 | Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 www.improbable.com

© 2009 Annals of Improbable Research 
ISSN 1079-5146 print / 1935-6862 online

AIR, P.O. Box 380853, Cambridge, MA 02238, USA   
“Improbable Research” and “Ig” and the tumbled thinker logo are all reg. U.S. Pat. & Tm. Off.

617-491-4437      FAX: 617-661-0927      www.improbable.com      air@improbable.com     EDITORIAL: marca@chem2.harvard.edu
The journal of record for inflated research and personalities

Co-founders
Marc Abrahams
Alexander Kohn

Editor
Marc Abrahams 
 marca@chem2.harvard.edu

Admin
Lisa Birk

European Bureau
Kees Moeliker, Bureau Chief
 Rotterdam 

kees.moeliker@improbable.com
Steve Farrar, Edinburgh Desk Chief 
Erwin J.O. Kompanje
Willem O. de Jongste

“When all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”—Sherlock Holmes

“Science is the belief in the ignorance of experts.”—Richard Feynman

Commutative Editor
Stanley Eigen
 Northeastern U. 

Associative Editor
Mark Dionne

Dissociative Editor
Rose Fox

Psychology Editor
Robin Abrahams

Contributing Editors
Otto Didact, Stephen Drew, Ernest 
Ersatz, Emil Filterbag, Karen 
Hopkin, Alice Kaswell, Nick Kim, 
Katherine Lee, Bissel Mango, 
Randall Monroe, Steve Nadis, 
Nan Swift, Tenzing Terwilliger, 
Marina Tsipis, Bertha Vanatian

VP, Human Resources
Robin Abrahams

Research Researchers
Kristine Danowski,  
Martin Gardiner, Tom Gill,  
Mary Kroner, Wendy Mattson, 
Katherine Meusey, Srinivasan 
Rajagopalan, Tom Roberts,  
Tom Ulrich

Design and Art
Geri Sullivan 

PROmote Communications
Lois Malone 

Rich & Famous Graphics

Circulation Director
Katherine Meusey

Circulation (Counter-clockwise)
James Mahoney

Webmaster
Julia Lunetta

General Factotum (web) 
Jesse Eppers

Technical Eminence Grise
Dave Feldman

Art Director emerita
Peaco Todd

Webmaster emerita 
Amy Gorin

Annals of  
Improbable Research

The journal of record for inflated research and personalities

Improbable TV
We are pleased to introduce the  
Improbable Research TV series.

 WhAT:  Three-minute videos  
about research that  
makes people laugh,  
then think.

Introducing 

 WhERE:    On the web, at www.improbable.com and elsewhere.

http://www.improbable.com
http://www.improbable.com


 Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 | 1 www.improbable.com

Contents
The features marked with a star (*) are based entirely on material taken straight  
from standard research (and other Official and Therefore Always Correct) literature. 
Many of the other articles are genuine, too, but we don’t know which ones.

Special Section: helmets and Lost Planets
 6 Helmets Make You Bicycle Faster—Marcel Goverde

 10 Limited Lifetime of the Solar System *—Steve Trimberger

 13 POEM: “Horton Sees a Pluto”—Meg Muckenhoupt

On the Front Cover
A sea diving suit on exhibit at the  
Fjord & Bælt research center’s 
museum, in Kerteminde, Denmark, 
Painting by Nan Swift, inspired by a 
photo taken during the 2009 Ig Nobel 
tour of Denmark.

On the Back Cover
A passage from chapter 5 (“A Celestial 
World Discovered. or, Conjectures 
Concerning the Inhabitants, Plants, 
and Productions, of the World in the 
Planets... by Christopher Huygens”) 
of the book The Gallery of Nature 
and Art, volume 1, by the Reverend 
Edward Polehampton, R. Wilks 
publisher, London, 1815.

Improbable Research
 16 The Lazy Bureaucrat Problem*—Ernest Ersatz

Improbable Research Reviews*
 4 Improbable Research Review*—Dirk Manley

 5 Improbable Medical Review*—Bertha Vanatian

 19 May We Recommend*—Stephen Drew

 21   Ptak: Tricycle as Outdoor Printing Press* 
—John Ptak

 22 Boys Will Be Boys*—Katherine Lee

 24  Soft Is Hard*—Alice Shirrell Kaswell and  
Bissell Mango

 28  Icky Cutesy Research Review*—Alice Shirrell 
Kaswell  

 News & Notes
 2 AIR Vents (letters from our readers)

 15 AIR Books

 18 Puzzling Solutions—Emil Filterbag

 18 Teachers’ Guide

 20 XKCD: “The Drake Equation”—Randall Munroe

 25 CARTOON:  “Fashion”—Nick Kim

 25 Back Issues

 26 Editorial Board

 28 HMO-NO News: Hearty Breathing!

IBC	 Unclassified	Ads

®

October 24 Genoa Science Festival

November 24  NPR Science Friday  
annual Ig broadcast

February 2010 AAAS Annual Meeting, San Diego

March 2010 Ig Nobel Tour of the UK

April/May 2010 Ig Nobel Europe Tour 

See WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM for details of these  
and other events.  

Coming Events

Every Day
Read something new and improbable every weekday on the  

Improbable Research blog, on our web site: WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM

http://www.improbable.com/
http://www.improbable.com


2 | Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 www.improbable.com

AIR Vents
 Exhalations from our readers 

NOTE: The opinions expressed 
here represent the opinions 
of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the 
opinions of those who hold 
other opinions.

Bug Language
I must share with you this 
note I received from a fellow 
entomologist who tells me that 
he received it from yet another 
entomologist (we are a very 
letter-writing bunch) named 
Rob Emery, whom I hope to 
meet some day. Dr. Emery 
wrote: “I have waited my entire 
entomological life for this 
day. Here is the meticulously 
compiled list of misspellings for 
Entomology as collected from 
Western Australian Department 
of Agriculture correspondence 
over the last decade.”

And here is that list:

Entermology

Antimology

Antamology

Antomology

Entomoligy

Entamology

Entimology

Entemology

Emptimology

Entomoly

Intomology

Entymology

Endomology

Entomerology

Itermotogy

Enthomology

Diantha Rheem
Morogoro, Tanzania

A Watch What 
Question
Perhaps one of your readers can 
help me identify the metal used 
to make the watch fob borne 
by the gentleman standing at 
the rear center of this photo. 
I have reason to believe he is 
none other then Helio More, the 
father of Drake More and uncle 
of Ramona Irton, both of whom 
are I am sure familiar to anyone 
who has read section 4 of 
chapter 62 of the 1962 edition 
of the classic physical chemistry 
textbook Bonds and Forces, 
Considered and Classified by 
E.E. Merrill, T.K. Okha, and  
R. Falcone.

Joseph Schoolcraft
The Bakewell School

Hibbs, MN

Schizophrenics as 
Tour Guides (3)
Milton Wu should be ashamed 
of his endorsement of the plan 
to have local schizophrenics 
serve as tour guides to major 
cities. Dr. Wu says, “While 
many of schizophrenics are  
ill-equipped to function on  
their own, a surprisingly large 
percentage would thrive if they 
were given work that so well 
suits—and celebrates—their 
strengths.” Maybe so, maybe 
not. The more important 
consideration—which Dr. Wu 
completely avoids even 
mentioning—is the effect  
this would have on me and  
my fellow professional tour 
guides. We have families to 
feed, you know.

Farley Nimjett
Hong Kong, China

Two Cheers for 
Depressing Lateness
We would like to object to 
Richard Lederer’s ridicule of 
a diagnosis of postmortem 
depression (“Bends on the 
Learning Curve,” AIR 15:4). 
Not only is postmortem 
depression not an impossibility, 
it is in fact the norm. The 
comparison below between the 
DSM-IV symptomology of a 
major depressive episode and 
postmortem conditions makes 
this evident.

1.  Constant depressed mood 
(e.g. sad or empty): literal 
corporeal emptiness, while 
a common postmortem 
occurrence among the ancient 
Egyptians, is not a universal 
characteristic. However, 
defined	psychologically	
as the lack of any sense of 
purpose, it is remarkably 
consistent among corpses.

2.  Markedly diminished  
interest in pleasure: there  
are no documented instances 
of postmortem sensations  
of pleasure.

3.		Significant	weight	loss:	this	
is nearly universal, although 
often attributable to external 
factors such as evaporation 
due to cremation, or 
depredation by worms.

4.  Insomnia or hypersomnia:  
the latter. The most intense 
cases of hypersomnia 
recorded have all been 
postmortem. This is well 
established enough to have 
led to the popular expression 
“the big sleep.”

5.  Psychomotor agitation 
or retardation: the latter. 
Decease is usually 
accompanied—if not 
preceded—by a complete 
cessation of psychomotor 
activities.

http://www.improbable.com
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6.  Fatigue or loss of energy: 
complete.

7.  Feelings of worthlessness: 
although there is some 
cultural variation in this 
area, corpses are generally 
considered	fit	only	for	
disposal; they are a 
considerable liability due  
to the cost of disposal, and  
if disposed of improperly  
can spread disease.

8.  Diminished ability to think 
or concentrate. a natural 
outgrowth of the lack of brain 
function which constitutes 
one	of	the	defining	
characteristics of death.

9.  Recurrent thoughts of death: 
this criterion is redundant 
in the case of postmorten 
depression.

This seems to indicate a 
generally overlooked area of 
activity for psychiatry. While 
psychiatrists are accustomed 
to treating disorders arising 
out of bereavement, they have 
generally neglected to give any 
attention to the deceased in such 
cases. Correcting this trend 
may	be	the	first	step	towards	
curing the age-old scourge of 
postmortem depression.

Daniel Glick
New York University

New York, NY

Susan J. Ashmore, M. Ed.
Cache Public Schools

Cache, OK

Agrees Object is Not 
Prussian
I agree with Doris Morra (AIR 
Vents 15:4) that Olivia Rausch 
is a moron. The photo in her 
article (“Museum Treasures for 
Children,” AIR 14:7) does not 
show a “disused late-nineteenth 
century Prussian cannon shell” 
as she claims. Indeed that is no 
cannon shell. Indeed it is a piece 
of whale anatomy. My husband 
has one exactly like it.

Dr. Sugreeva Vaikunta Baliga
Vodadora, India

Almost Nothing 
Granted
I	received	a	gift	certificate	
for $50 from amazon.com. 
The message tells me: “Gift 
certificates	are	not	redeemable	
for cash.” Fair enough, but 
further along the message 
informs	me,	“Gift	certificate	
cash value is 1/10 of one cent.” 
Wow. I thought our overhead on 
grant proposals was high!

Earle Spamer
American Philosophical Society

Philadelphia, PA

Mel Located at Lower Left, Reportedly
You are going to hate me, and maybe you already do. But I have happy news! I apologize for taking up your 
time and so very many pages of your letters column. Thank you for publishing my now-sadly-lengthy series  
of letters (most recently in AIR Vents 15:4) in reproducing increasingly marked-up versions of our photo-
graphic treasure. My assistant Gruber’s replacement, Steiner, who has a remarkable track record (that’s why 
I hired him) has demonstrated to my satisfaction that Mel really in this photograph. Of course I, though my 
heavy-handed “corrections,” have obliterated much of the photo. But Mel is in the clear! He is clearly visible  
at the lower left. I have circled his image. Again thank you for your patience as I have sorted out this 
unfortunate mixup.

Lheal Chormnast
TRPNOF Archives, Moldavia

http://www.improbable.com/
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We welcome your suggestions for this and other columns.  
Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and,  
if possible, a copy of the paper.

Improbable Research Review
 Improbable theories, experiments, and conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable Research staff

Naming Names (and Flies)
“It Really Is Not a Fruit Fly,” M.M. Green, Genetics,  
vol. 162, 2002, pp. 1–3. (Thanks to Judy Lai for bringing  
this to our attention.) The author, at University of  
California, Davis, explains:

In a recent essay titled “Talking about the Genome,” 
the distinguished historian of recent science, Horace 
Freeland Judson, made an incisive and cogent plea 
for	scientific	language	precision.	He	concludes,	
“...for ourselves and for the general public, what 
we require is to get more fully and precisely into 
the proper language of genetics.” ...Inadvertently, 
Professor Judson fails to follow his own advice, 
no doubt because he is a historian, not a biologist. 
Pictured	in	his	essay	is	an	adult	male	fly	whose	
description	reads:	“The	fruit	fly:	Drosophila	
mutants are the cornerstone of the language used 
in genetics.” Because more than one thousand 
species of the genus Drosophila have already been 
identified,	taxonomic	precision	dictates	that	this	fly	
be precisely designated a Drosophila melanogaster 
male. I argue further that there is great ecological 
variation among the numerous Drosophila species, 
vitiating	the	common	name	of	fruit	fly	attached	to	
D. melanogaster or any other Drosophila species....

For	the	layperson,	it	is	fine	to	let	journalists	and	
like professionals writing in the popular press call 
D. melanogaster	a	fruit	fly.	For	the	professional	
biologist, however, no inclusive common name for 
the myriad of Drosophila species distributed over 
diverse	habitats	suffices:	not	fruit	fly,	not	vinegar	
fly,	not	pomace	fly.

Crosswords Cross Up  
Criminal Lineups
“Eye-witnesses Should Not Do Cryptic Crosswords Prior 
to Identity Parades,” Michael B. Lewis, Perception, vol. 35, 
2006, pp. 1433–6. The author, at Cardiff University, reports:

Navon letter tasks have been shown to affect 
subsequent face recognition performance. As such 
tasks are not likely to by carried out prior to a 
witness attending an identity parade this is unlikely 
to have much applied relevance. Here, however, it 
is explored how a range of puzzles that witnesses 
might engage in affect face recognition. Cryptic 
crosswords were found to have a detrimental effect 
on subsequent face recognition, unlike reading, 
literal crosswords, or sudoku.

The Difficulty of 
Squeezing Beans
“Resistance of Edible Beans 
to Compression,” Paulo 
Cesar Corrêa, Osvaldo 
Resende, Deise Menezes 
Ribeiro, Carmen Jarén, and 
Silvia Arazuri, Journal of 
Food Engineering, vol. 86, 
no. 2, May 2008, pp. 172–7. 
The authors are variously 
at the Federal University 
of Viçosa, Brazil and at 
the Public University of 
Navarre, Pamplona, Spain.

Paulo Cesar Corrêa, lead author of 
the study “Resistance of Edible Beans 
to Compression.” Drawing by Nan 
Swift, Improbable Research staff.

http://www.improbable.com
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Improbable Medical Review
 Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and research

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable Research staff

The Roller-Coaster and the Lens
“Repositioning of a Dislocated Intraocular Lens During 
a Roller-Coaster Ride,” M.M. Bosch, K. Landau, and 
M.A. Thiel, New England Journal of Medicine, vol. 349, 
no. 11, September 11, 2003, pp. 1094–6. The authors, at 
the University of Zurich, report:

Implantation of an intraocular lens is the standard 
technique for visual rehabilitation in cataract 
surgery. We report the case of a patient with 
spontaneous relocation of a dislocated intraocular 
lens during a roller-coaster ride.... On the weekend 
before the scheduled surgery, the patient took 
three consecutive rides on one of the largest roller 
coasters in Europe (Fig. 1C). After reaching a 
height of 73 m and being brought to a speed of  
130 km per hour, passengers are exposed to a 
centripetal force of 4 G. Hours later, the patient 
discovered that his right pupil had become round. 
Slit-lamp	examination	confirmed	the	complete	
repositioning of the intraocular lens into the 
posterior chamber (Fig. 1D).

Death by Fish (Self-inflicted) 1
“Return of the Killer Fish: Accidental Choking Death  
on a Bluegill (Lepomis macrochirus),” R. Deidiker, 
American Journal of Forensic Medicine and Pathology, 
vol. 23, no. 2, June 2002, pp. 197–8. The author, at the 
Mineral Area Regional Medical Center in Farmington, 
Missouri, reports:

An unusual case of choking is presented. In this 
case,	a	45-year-old	man,	while	fishing	and	drinking	
with	friends,	attempted	to	swallow	a	whole	fish.	
He subsequently asphyxiated as a result of upper 
airway obstruction.

Death by Fish (Self-inflicted) 2
“Choking Death on a Live Fish (Dicologoglossa cuneata),” 
J. Pinheiro, C. Cordeiro, and D.N. Vieira, American Journal 
of Forensic Medicine and Pathology, vol. 24, no. 2, June 
2003, pp. 177–8. The authors, at Coimbra Delegation in 
Largo da Sé Nova, Portugal, report:

A	choking	death	of	a	healthy	fisherman,	who	put	
a type of live sole between his jaws to free up his 
hands	so	that	he	could	collect	more	fish	to	put	into	
his	basket,	is	described.	The	fish	squirmed	into	the	
larynx and upper trachea and the attempts to rescue 
the man by his colleagues who used pliers did not 
succeed, and the man died.

Detail from Bosch, Landau, and Thiel’s monograph “Repositioning of 
a Dislocated Intraocular Lens During a Roller-Coaster Ride.”

http://www.improbable.com/


6 | Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 www.improbable.com

helmets Make You 
Bicycle Faster

by Marcel Goverde
Department of Integrative Biology,  
Section of Conservation Biology, 
University of Basel
Basel, Switzerland.

Cyclists go out in the morning to face the hard world of 
traffic	jam	and	survival	of	the	fittest.	Doing	so,	the	question	
arises how to protect ourselves. Of course we could use 
a body protection system like ice hockey players but this 
would for sure decrease our mobility. So it is important to 
find	the	best	trade-off	between	mobility	and	protection.	 
One good possibility is to use a helmet. 

In public and science there is a contradictory opinion on 
the question of usefulness of wearing a helmet. Newspaper, 
advertising signs, accident insurance companies but also 
scientific	papers	(e.g.	Thompson	et	al.	1996,	Attwell	et	al.	
2001, Chapman and Curran 2004) certify that the use of a 
helmet does protect the cyclist from severe head injuries.  
On the other hand it can be argued that cars overtake helmet-
wearing cyclists more closely than cyclists without a helmet 
(Walker 2007), and that a helmet is supposed to give the 
cyclist more assurance and therefore he or she rides more 
aggressively and faster—the so-called risk compensation 
theory (e.g. Adams and Hillman 2001, Komanoff 2001).

There	seems	to	be	a	lack	of	profound,	scientific	studies	
investigating the risk compensation theory for helmet 
wearing cyclists. In the present study I investigate if helmet-
wearing cyclists are driving more aggressive and thereby 
faster than non-helmeted cyclists. I measured for one year 
the time taken to travel from home to work and the return 
journey. Before leaving I choose either to wear the helmet  
or not by throwing a die. There we go!

What I Measured, and how
I started to measure on the 4th January 2007 and ended  
on 20th December, summing up with a data set of N = 171.  
Since	I	work	only	four	days	a	week	in	the	office	I	mostly	
measured my journey on Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and 
Friday. Unfortunately there are many missing data points, 
due to holidays, forgetting to set the clock, external meetings, 
etc. I also have less data for the return journeys since I often 
had to go shopping or do other things vital for survival. 

In the garage where my bicycle is parked I kept a six-
sided die with an “H” on three sides. Throwing the die in 
the morning made me decide either to wear the helmet or 
not. Then, leaving home I always started and stopped the 
stopwatch (Intertronic Sports Timer, Art No. 826669, Model 
No. 107-1165) at the same departure and arrival point, 
respectively. My journey to work is 4.8 km in length, while 

Figure 1: Effect of wearing a helmet (white columns) or not  
(black shaded columns) on journey time, for the journey out and 
the return journey separately (means ± SEM). For the journey  
out, N = 124, and for the return journey, N = 47.

The author wearing a helmet.

http://www.improbable.com
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continued >

my return journey is 5.7 km. The longer journey home is 
due to using a different route, that is less frequented by cars. 
The difference in altitude is 48 m with my home being at 
308	m	a.s.l.	and	the	office	at	260	m	a.s.l.	I	ride	a	city	bicycle	
(18 manual gear changes) from Herzog, a local bicycle 
distributor.

Since I thought that temperature might be an important 
covariate, I noted it either by checking it when arriving at 
work on the webpage of the University of Basel (http://
pages.unibas.ch/geo/mcr/dolueg/) or, for the return journey, 
when I passed by a local neon sign which gives the time, 
date,	and	temperature.	Furthermore,	I	realized	that	the	traffic	
differed depending on which time I was on the streets. Thus, 
to	define	the	departure	time	I	used	the	office	clock.	For	the	
journey out I took the time recorded minus the journey time 
minus 180 seconds (which is approximately the time used 
from stopping the watch until reaching the clock). For the 
return journey I used the time recorded plus 180 seconds.

Additionally I noted the street conditions (dry, humid, or wet), 
and I recorded if I was wearing a rain coat (differentiating 
between wearing it for the entire journey or just part of it, 
e.g. when it started raining during the journey).

Statistical Analysis
To analyze the data, I applied two sets of statistical analyses. 
First a Standard Least Square ANOVA was used with 
the factors Julian day (continuous), journey out/return 
(nominal), departure time (continuous), street condition 
(nominal), temperature (continuous), rain coat (nominal), 
helmet (nominal), and the interactions of all factors with 
helmet and of all factors with journey out/return (except for 
the interaction journey out/return by rain coat which could 
not	be	fitted	due	to	not	having	enough	rain	coat-wearing	
return journeys). A stepwise model reduction of this model 
was	employed,	with	the	least	significant	effect	always	first	
(Crawley 1993). Model reduction stopped when P < 0.1 or 

The author not wearing a helmet.

Figure 2: Journey time in relation to temperature (°C) for the journey out (left side) and the return journey (right side).  
The red line is the linear fit to the data.

http://www.improbable.com/


8 | Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 www.improbable.com

when no more interaction terms could be removed. Second, 
for	some	further	details,	linear	regressions	were	fitted	
for departure time (y-value) against Julian day (x-value) 
separating the data for journey out and return journey. All 
analyses were performed using JMP 5.1.2., SAS Institute Inc.

Did the helmet have Any Effect?
The difference between wearing a helmet or not is quite small 
but	indeed	significant	(table	1).	For	the	journey	out	I	was	 
4.8 seconds faster when wearing a helmet than without it  
and	for	the	return	journey	I	was	28.6	seconds	faster	(fig.	1).	
Furthermore,	there	is	a	significant	interaction	between	
wearing a helmet and the journey out/return, suggesting 
mainly that the effect of wearing a helmet was more 
important when I was cycling home. Thus looking forward  
to getting home soon and wearing a helmet made me ride 
faster. A possible reason for this interaction could also be  
the air resistance of the helmet, which increased my energy 
requirements and made me hungrier. Therefore, I cycled 
faster to get home for dinner as soon as possible. 

higher Temperature Makes Me Fast
In	the	statistical	model	we	found	a	significant	effect	of	
temperature on journey time (table 1). Normally I would 
say—I would expect—that the colder the weather, the faster 
I cycle, since this gets me warm or dreaming about the warm 
and	cozy	office,	which	increases	my	velocity.	But	in	fact	it’s	
the	other	way	round	(fig.	2).	The	warmer	the	weather,	the	
faster I am. Perhaps I had more equipment failures due to the 
cold, or perhaps wearing my chunky coat and heavy gloves 
made me slower. 

Getting Up Early Pleases the Boss
Although I found no major effect of departure time, there 
is a very clear interaction between departure time and 
journey out/return (table 1). This resulted from being faster 
when getting up very early and leaving late in the evening, 
respectively	(fig.	3).	Thus—as	my	boss	always	says—I	
should start working early and leave late.

Source df Sum of squares F-ratio p-value

Julian day 1 18267.63 8.2967 0.0045

Journey out/return (JOR) 1 120057.51 54.5273 <.0001

Departure time (DT) 1 162.70 0.0739 0.7861

Street condition 2 1914.21 0.4347 0.6482

Temperature 1 18237.84 8.2832 0.0046

Rain coat 2 6071.98 1.3789 0.2549

Helmet (H) 1 13186.04 5.9888 0.0155

H*JOR 1 9869.93 4.4827 0.0358

H*DT 1 8050.69 3.6564 0.0577

JOR*DT 1 18848.89 8.5607 0.0039

Table 1: ANOVA for journey time with the different factors (reduced model, for further details see text). df = degree of freedom.

Figure 3: Effect of departure time on journey time for the  journey out (left side) and the return journey (right side).  
The red line is the linear fit to the data.

http://www.improbable.com


 Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 | 9 www.improbable.com

Rain Doesn’t Matter
Neither wearing a rain coat nor the street condition affected 
the journey time (table 1). This means I can always wear my 
rain coat and I will not lose any time on my ride to work. 
And even if the street is wet, who cares, as it does not affect 
my best time.

The Older the Year the Slower  
the Cyclist
There	was	a	significant	increase	in	journey	time	over	the	
year (table 1, factor Julian day), i.e. by the end of the year 
I cycled more slowly than at the beginning. This could be 
an effect of age since I get older every day (at the moment 
I am 42). Or perhaps I should do more sport. Then again 
it could be the result of getting up later during the year. In 
January of course, feeling the power of the New Year, I was 
motivated and cycled quickly, whereas at the end of the year 
my batteries got low. On the other hand since the departure 
time matters it could—at least for the journey out—be the 
result of getting up later at the end of the year than at the 
beginning. Indeed using linear regression (Julian day against 
departure time, Fig. 4) for the journey out showed that it  
was	significantly	different	from	zero	(F	=	5.85,	P	=	0.017).	
No such effect appeared for the return journey (F = 0.18,  
P = 0.68). 

Conclusions
The present study investigates the risk compensation theory 
for wearing a helmet on the way to work. Indeed, wearing 
a helmet made me cycle faster, especially on my way back 
home	in	the	evening.	However,	I	did	not	find	any	indication	
that I drove more aggressively since I did not harm anybody 
during the year of study (at least I never had any shouts, 
complaints,	or	fines).	But	there	is	one	exception	where	I	
nearly had an accident one morning with an SUV driver who 
turned right when I was supposed to go straight ahead. And 
guess what, on this day I was wearing my helmet.
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Limited Lifetime of the Solar System
by Steve Trimberger

With the loss of Pluto, the number of major planets in  
our solar system has dropped to eight. If the current trend 
continues, then come April 13, 3703 the solar system  
will no longer have any major planets. 

My analysis, below, suggests several possible causes,  
for the loss of major planets.

The Solar System’s Major Planets
Major planets have been the objects of study for thousands 
of years. Their positions and numbers have been accurately 
reported and have been subject of numerous observations 
by literally billions of observers. In this study, we analyzed 
published reports of the number of major planets and used 
statistical analysis software to identify trends in the data. 
These	trends	show	a	disturbing	result,	specifically,	that	the	
number of planets in the solar system has been decreasing 
since the middle of the nineteenth century. Extrapolation 
leads to the conclusion that the solar system will have no 
planets by the end of the next millennium.

historical Observed Planet Count
Table 1 shows the number of reported planets by various 
researchers. The reports in table 1 are selected from the 
literature and are representative. The planet counts have 
been	confirmed	extensively	in	numerous	publications	as	

Year Planets 
Reported

Researcher Notes

-600* 8 Anaximander Includes counter-Earth, morning and evening star.

-500* 7 Pythagoras Venus [Wright 1994]

-347* 6 Eudoxus Counter-Earth [Wright 1994]

150* 6 Ptolemy [Toomer 1984]

830* 6 Alfraganus [Alfraganus 833]

1543 6 N. Copernicus Earth and moon [Copernicus 1543] 

1781 7 W. Herschel Uranus [Herschel 1802]

1801 8 G. Piazzi Ceres

1802 9 H. Olbers Pallas

1804 10 K. Harding Juno

1807 11 H. Olbers Vesta [Hatchard 1828]

1851 15 Various BAJ Astrea, Hebe, Iris, Flora

1852 7 BAJ [Encke 1855]

1846 8 J. Galle Neptune, La Verrier, and Adams

1930 9 P. Lowell Pluto

2006 8 IAU [Green 2006]

Table 1. Reported Numbers of Planets in the Solar System

* These dates are estimates

well as by huge numbers of anecdotal accounts. The data are 
irrefutable, although, as noted in table 1, the dates of some 
of the early data points are estimates. Sensitivity analysis 
shows that the conclusions in this paper are not particularly 
sensitive to variations in these dates.

As can be seen, the number of observed planets in the 
solar system has varied somewhat over time. A plot of the 
data	in	table	1	is	shown	in	figure	1.	Points	are	the	noted	
observations. The bold line is a fourth-order polynomial 
best-fit	curve	through	the	data.	This	curve	shows	an	alarming	
downward trend beginning in the mid-second millennium 
resulting in an estimated zero planets remaining in the solar 
system by the end of the third millennium. Solving the 
equation of the curve produces a date of Friday, April 13, 
3703 as the expected date at which there will be no more 
planets observed in the solar system. This will likely cause 
a	significant	decline	in	funding	for	planetary	science	and	the	
loss	of	many	promising	young	researchers	to	other	fields.	
Action is needed now to address this problem.

The Need for Urgency
We are currently losing planetary exploration opportunities. 
The ill-fated New Horizons mission was launched in 2006  
to the planet Pluto, but sadly, there will be no planet there  
in 2015 when it arrives. It was simply delayed too long and 

http://www.improbable.com
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Figure 1. Planet Count Versus Year

we forever lost the opportunity to explore the ninth planet  
of our solar system.

Although the end of the solar system is predicted to occur 
nearly 1700 years from now, we cannot assume that Earth 
will be the last planet to disappear. The current analysis does 
not indicate the order of planetary disappearance, though 
the data suggest that small planets and planets further from 
the sun (and hence more weakly held by gravity) are more 
susceptible to loss. As a result, we expect that Mercury, 
Venus, and Mars are the most vulnerable, followed by  
Earth. Of course, we have no data at present to predict 
the order of planetary loss, and hence risk to Earth. 
Investigations must start immediately to determine the 
process of planetary loss, in order to determine the risk  
and to develop counter-measures.

Further Research
Migration Theory
One explanation for planetary loss is related to the increase 
in the number of extra-solar planets reported in the literature 
(see	figure	2).	The	migration	theory	states	that	solar-system	
planets are being lost to neighboring solar systems. This 
theory is supported by the most recent and most-documented 
loss, Pluto [Green 2006]. Pluto was the furthest from the  
sun and the most weakly held by the sun’s gravity, hence  
the most likely to be captured by another star.

Interstellar	planetary	migration	is	very	difficult	to	observe.	
The Kepler mission is searching nearby stars for planetary 
transits. There is a possibility that it could detect the transit 
of a migrating planet in the foreground, but this probability  
is very low. 

High-speed planetary migration may be detectable by a sky 
survey for red-shifted cold bodies. These are admittedly 
difficult	to	observe,	but	since	they	are	relatively	nearby,	they	
should be detectable with a large telescope. Unfortunately, 
present-day IR-wavelength telescopes were built for 
cosmology,	so	they	have	very	narrow	field	of	view.	This	
limits their ability to survey for these fast-moving bodies. 
Further, existing infrared telescopes do not have the 
collecting area required for observations of fast-moving  
cold bodies leaving the solar system. New instruments  
are needed. continued >

Figure 2. Extrasolar Planet Count. Data from 
[Schneider 2009]
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Breakup Theory
The planetary migration theory cannot entirely explain the 
order of planetary loss. While most known extrasolar planets 
are larger than Jupiter, the lost planets of the solar system 
seem to be rather small in size. An alternate explanation 
for their disappearance stems from the rise in the number 
of	minor	planets	observed	in	the	past	two	centuries	(figure	
3). The breakup theory states that major planets are 
disintegrating, forming minor planets. This explanation may 
help explain the planetary losses in the 19th century [Encke 
1852], as well as the recent loss of Pluto [Green 2006], both 
of which correlate well with a huge increase in the observed 
number of minor planets. It is possible that the recent 
decade’s tremendous increase in the number of observed 
minor planets is a result of the crumbling of Pluto. It may  
be a precursor to another major planetary loss. 

Continuous observation of the remaining major planets, 
particularly Mercury, Venus, and Mars, is recommended 
to determine if they are indeed breaking up. Observations 
should be conducted from a distance for safety reasons. 
These observations will require a dedicated telescope in 
Earth orbit for each remaining planet in the solar system. It 
is recommended that each planet also be under continuous 
observation by an orbiter, capable of measuring planetary 
mass to detect imminent breakup.

Any attempt to place humans on Mars should be postponed 
until it can be determined that such a landing is indeed safe 
and that the explorers will not encounter an empty spot in 
space, or, worse yet, disappear with the planet. Mars is one 
of the smaller remaining planets, and though it is larger than 
Mercury, it is farther from the sun, so we suspect it is more 
vulnerable. In addition, it is near a region of space where 
several planets disappeared in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the so-called “Bermuda Triangle semi-major axis.” 

Conclusion
The last major planet in the solar system is predicted to 
disappear in the year 3703. Lost planets may be pulled to 
other stars or may be disintegrating. Further research and 
rapid expansion of planetary science education is needed 
immediately to address this issue. The expense may be large, 
but it is dwarfed by the risk of losing not only Earth, but  
the entire solar system.
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continued >

On a hot night in August, while strolling in Prague,

Horton the elephant peered through the fog

With his portable telescope tied on a string

He looked at the heavens and spotted… a thing!

So Horton stopped walking and stared at the spot.

“That’s funny,” thought Horton, “It was there, now it’s not.”

Then he saw it again! Just a faint bit of fuzz

He certainly thought it wasn’t there—but it was!

“I’ll name it!” said Horton, “But what is it? Where?”

He looked and he looked. He could see nothing there

But small speck of ice floating far past the air.

“I say!” murmured Horton. “Stuff my trunk in a sock!

I’ve spotted a terribly far-away rock!

So you know what I think? I think that there must

Be a splendid new name for this lump of star-dust.

Even though it is quite a diminutive size,

Too small to be seen by an elephant’s eyes...

horton Sees a Pluto
by Meg Muckenhoupt, Lexington, 
Massachusetts, USA
Illustrations by Gavin Schnitzler,  
Tufts University School of Medicine,  
Boston, Massachusetts, USA
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But it looks very spherical, round at the girth,

Just like the planets Mars, Venus, and Earth

I’ll just have to name it. Because, after all,

A planet’s a planet no matter how small.”

“Humpf!” humphed a voice. ‘Twas a sour old sloth

Who cleared his thick head with a very slow cough.

“Why, that speck is as small as the head of a pin!

A planet that small? There never has been!”

The planets and that thing are just not the same!

They don’t occupy the same orbital plane!

That thing’s not a planet—not even a dwarf.

It’s an asteroid merely, for all that that’s worth.”

She ended the sentence at twenty past one,

Exactly five hours since she had begun.

But Horton was patient, and waited to say

Why he thought this very new planet should stay.

“Believe me,” said Horton. “I tell you sincerely,

My eyes are quite keen and I saw it quite clearly. 

I know it’s a planet out there. And, what’s more, 

Quite likely there’s two. Even three. Even four.

Quite likely we’ll find five or six dozen more.

It’s a new planet family for all that we know!

A classification just starting to grow.

So, please,” Horton said, “as a favor to me,

Try not to reclassify. Just let it be.”

“I think you’re a fool!” laughed the sour old sloth.

“It can’t be a planet! Enough is enough!

A cantaloupe’s spherical! So is a hog!”

And she blew a great breath towards poor Horton near Prague.

The fog closed in over the elephant’s head.

He peered through his telescope, trembling with dread.

The sloth’s exhalation had stirred up some smoke

And a billion dust particles made Horton choke.

http://www.improbable.com
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“I’ll find it!” cried Horton. “I’ll find it or bust!

I SHALL find my planet behind all this dust!”

And object, by object, by object with care

He searched through the heavens and called, “Are you there?”

And on through the night, and while greatly annoyed,

‘Til he found it at last! (With a few asteroids.)

“My planet!” cried Horton. “Tell me! Do tell!

Are you flat? Are you round? Is your orbit quite well?

O planet! O planet!” he begged, “please be bright!

You’ve got to be more than a rock in the night!

So please get reflective! Get big, bright and shiny!

You’re very important! So what if you’re tiny?

If you can’t show you’re bright and not just itty-bitty,

You’ll be named by the Small-Not-A-Planet Committee!”

Then it happened. The Thing shone quite bright, and quite clear,

And the rock’s surface gleamed with the words, “I AM HERE.”

And those words…

That small sentence made all the sloths see

The planet still mattered, although it was wee.

Finally, at last! From that speck in the sky

The planet was seen! By every eye.

And Horton just smiled. “Do you see after all?

It’s proved it’s a planet, no matter how small.”

 “How true! Yes, how true,” said the sloth, “oh, how true!

And, from now on, you know what I’m planning to do?

From here on, I’ll always observe it with you!

My Real Planet Committee will meet in the fall,

and we’ll name all the planets, no matter how small.”

“Call it Pluto,” said Horton, “The best one of all!”

Get them in bookstores—or online via www.improbable.com or at other fine and even not-so-fine e-bookstores.
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The Lazy Bureaucrat  
Problem
A casual look at a complex problem

compiled by Ernest Ersatz,  
Improbable Research staff

The Lazy Bureaucrat Scheduling Problem is of recent 
vintage. Here are some of the earliest reports.

A Lazy Bureaucrat Problem
“The Lazy Bureaucrat Scheduling Problem,” Esther M. 
Arkin, Michael A. Bender, Joseph S.B. Mitchell, and 
Steven S. Skiena, Algorithms and Data Structures, vol. 
1663, 1999, pp. 773–85. The authors, at State University  
of New York, Stony Brook, report:

We introduce a new class of scheduling problems 
in which the optimization is performed by the 
worker (single “machine”) who performs the 
tasks. The worker’s objective may be to minimize 
the amount of work he does (he is “lazy”). He is 
subject to a constraint that he must be busy when 
there is work that he can do; we make this notion 
precise, particularly when preemption is allowed. 
The resulting class of “perverse” scheduling 
problems, which we term “Lazy Bureaucrat 
Problems,” gives rise to a rich set of new questions 
that explore the 
distinction between 
maximization and 
minimization in 
computing optimal 
schedules.

A bureaucrat.

The 1999 Arkin, 
Bender, Mitchell, 

Skiena study “The Lazy 
Bureaucrat Scheduling 

Problem.”
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Another Lazy Bureaucrat Problem
“New Results for Lazy Bureaucrat Scheduling Problem,” Arash Farzan and 
Mohammad Ghodsi, 7th CSI Computer Conference (CSICC 2002), Iran 
Telecommunication Research Center, March 3–5, 2002, pp. 66–71. The authors, 
at Sharif University of Technology in Tehran, Iran, report:

In this paper we studies several versions of the lazy bureaucrat 
scheduling problems. In this new class of scheduling problems there is 
a	lazy	worker	whose	main	objective	is	to	be	as	inefficient	as	possible,	
in contrast to traditional scheduling problems in which the main 
objective	is	to	be	as	efficient	as	possible.

And Another Lazy Bureaucrat Problem
“Common-Deadline Lazy Bureaucrat Scheduling Problems,” Behdad Esfahbod, 
Mohammad	Ghodsi,	and	Ali	Sharifi,	7th Workshop on Algorithms and Data 
Structures (WADS 2003), vol. 2748, 2003, pp. 59-66.  The authors, at Sharif 
University of Technology in Tehran, Iran, report:

In this paper, we studied a new class of the Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling Problems (LBSP), called common-deadline LBSP,  
where the deadlines of all jobs are the same.

One More Lazy Bureaucrat Problem
“On Lazy Bureaucrat Scheduling with Common Deadlines,” L. Gai and  
G. Zhang, Journal of Combinatorial Optimization, vol. 15, no. 2, February 
2008, pp. 191–9.  (Thanks to Matthias Ehrgott for bringing this to our 
attention.) The authors, at Zhejiang University in Hangzhou, China,  
say that:

“In this problem, the bureaucrat wants to do things as little (or easy) 
as possible… Of course there is… the busy requirement, that the 
bureaucrat must keep working as long as there are some executable 
jobs, otherwise… the optimal strategy for the bureaucrat would be  
just stay idle without doing anything.”

The 2002 Farzan/Ghodsi study.

Steven S. Skiena of 
Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling Problem 
fame. Drawing by 
Nan Swift, Improbable 
Research staff.

Esther M. Arkin  
of Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling Problem 
fame. Drawing by 
Nan Swift, Improbable 
Research staff.

Joseph S.B. Mitchell 
of Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling Problem 
fame. Drawing by 
Nan Swift, Improbable 
Research staff.

Arash Farzan of 
“New Results for  
Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling Problem” 
fame. Drawing by 
Nan Swift, Improbable 
Research staff.

Michael A. Bender 
of Lazy Bureaucrat 
Scheduling 
Problem fame. 
Drawing by Nan 
Swift, Improbable 
Research staff.
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Puzzling Solutions
 Solution to Last Month’s Puzzler

by Emil Filterbag, Improbable Research staff

The next tune it will play is the French folk song Frere Jacques.
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May We Recommend
 Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Spearing the 
Emu Drinking: 
Subordination, etc.
“Spearing the Emu Drinking: 
Subordination and the Adjoined 
Relative Clause in Wambaya”, 
Rachel Nordlinger, Australian 
Journal of Linguistics, vol. 26, 
no. 1, April 2006, pp. 5-29. 

An illustrative snippet from 
the Nordlinger study.
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XKCD by Randall Monroe: “The Drake Equation”
xk

cd
.c

om

Get them in bookstores—or online via 
www.improbable.com or at other fine  

and even not-so-fine e-bookstores.
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This image shows an invention at work in the streets 
of Paris: as you can see it really was a printing press, 
applying the messages that were attached to the two 
rear tires using a method similar to that which prints 
lines in the street.

The	wheels	actually	could	be	fitted	with	movable	type,	
making the message changeable. I imagine too that the 
messages could be written with water-soluble ink or 
whatever so that the advertiser could be paid again and 
again, and that the street canvas would be refreshed 
constantly. 

I hate to say it—what with the possible destruction 
of public property aspect of it—but it looks to 
me as though this sort of thing would be very 
successful in getting a message across. At least the 
first	time;	it	is	easy	to	imagine	hundreds	of	these	
buggers crisscrossing a city, messages on the ground 
everywhere, the streets’ confusions of sentiments and 
exclamation. We have that now with billboards and other 
fixed	advertising;	so	I	imagine	the	only	thing	preventing	 
ads from appearing on the roads are public safety issues. 

Ptak: Tricycle as Outdoor Printing Press
by John F. Ptak, Ptak Science Books

  http://longstreet.typepad.com/thesciencebookstore
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Boys Will Be Boys
 Research by and for adolescent males of all ages and sexes

  compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff

Sushi Output
“Diphyllobothriasis	Associated	with	Eating	Raw	Pacific	
Salmon,” Naoki Arizono, Minoru Yamada, Fukumi 
Nakamura-Uchiyama, and Kenji Ohnishi, Emerging 
Infectious Diseases,  vol. 15, no. 6, June 2009, pp. 866-70, 
DOI: 10.3201/eid1506.090132. The authors, at Kyoto 
Prefectural University of Medicine and at and Tokyo 
Metropolitan Bokutoh Hospital, report:

The incidence of human infection with the broad 
tapeworm Diphyllobothrium nihonkaiense has been 
increasing in urban areas of Japan and in European 
countries. D. nihonkaiense is morphologically 
similar to but genetically distinct from D. latum 
and	exploits	anadromous	wild	Pacific	salmon	as	its	
second intermediate host. Clinical signs in humans 
include diarrhea and discharge of the strobila, which 
can be as long as 12 m.

Figure 1 reproduces a woodcut image from 1850,  
remarking that:

Wood print depicting a man passing a strobila of 
a broad tapeworm. The caption (not shown) said, 
“The man ate masu salmon. After a time, a strange 
object emerged from the anus and was pulled out:  
it turned out to be 2–3 m long.”

heightened Memories of  
Erstwhile Membership
“Phantom Erection After Amputation Of Penis: Case 
Description and Review of the Relevant Literature on 
Phantoms,” C.M. Fisher, Canadian Journal of Neurological 
Sciences, vol. 26, no. 1, February1999, pp. 53–6. The author, 
at Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston, reports:

Perception of a phantom limb is frequent after 
an amputation of an upper or lower extremity. 
Phantom penis is reported infrequently.... Several 
aspects were unusual, particularly the existence 
with phantom only in the erect state, and associated 
recrudescence of a preoperative painful ulcer. 

Detail from Arizono, Yamada, Nakamura-Uchiyama, and 
Ohnishi’s study about parasites found in sushi.
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Cutting Off the Nose to Save the Penis
“Cutting Off the Nose to Save the Penis,” Steven M. 
Schrader, Michael J. Breitenstein, and Brian D. Lowe, 
Journal of Sexual Medicine, vol. 5, no. 8, 2008, pp. 1932–40. 
The authors, at the National Institute for Occupational  
Safety and Health, Cincinnati, Ohio, report:

The	average	bicycle	police	officer	spends	24	hours	 
a week on his bicycle and previous studies have 
shown riding a bicycle with a traditional (nosed) 
saddle has been associated with urogenital 
paresthesia and sexual dysfunction. The objective  
of this study was to assess the effectiveness of the 
no-nose bicycle saddle 
as an ergonomic 
intervention and their 
acceptance among 
male bicycle police 
officers.	Bicycle	police	
officers	from	five	U.S.	
metropolitan areas 
were recruited for this 
study. 

Results. After 6 
months, 90 men were 
reassessed. Only three 
men had returned to 
a traditional saddle. 
The results are 
presented for those 
who used the no-nose 

saddle continuously for 6 months. There was a 
66% reduction in saddle contact pressure in the 
perineal	region	(P	<	0.001).	There	was	a	significant	
improvement in penis tactile sensation (P = 0.015). 
There	was	a	significant	improvement	in	erectile	
function... 

Conclusions. (i) With few exceptions, bicycle police 
officers	were	able	to	effectively	use	no-nose	saddles	
in their police work. (ii) Use of no-nose saddles 
reduced most perineal pressure. (iii) Penile health 
improved after 6 month using no-nose saddles.

Detail from Schrader, Breitenstein, and Lowe’s study about the effects of nosed and noseless bicycle seats.

http://www.improbable.com/


24 | Annals of Improbable Research | September–October 2009 | vol. 15, no. 5 www.improbable.com

Soft Is hard
 Further evidence why the “soft” sciences are the hardest to do well

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell and Bissell Mango, Improbable Research staff

A Quick Take on Fast Walkers
“Walking Fast—Ranking High: A Sociobiological 
Perspective on Pace,”  A. Schmitt and K. Atzwanger, 
Ethology and Sociobiology, vol. 17, no. 5, September 1996, 
pp. 451–62. The authors explain:

We hypothesized that habitual fast walking might  
be a means to acquire and/or to display status.

Detail from the Schmitt/Atzwanger study “Walking Fast—
Ranking High: A Sociobiological Perspective on Pace.”

Why They Wait Academically, 
Academically
“Doing the Things We Do: A Grounded Theory of Academic 
Procrastination,” Gregory Schraw, Theresa Wadkins, and 
Lori Olafson, Journal of Educational Psychology, vol. 99, 
no. 1, February 2007, pp. 12–25.  The authors, at the 
University of Nevada, explain:

The authors conducted a grounded theory study 
of academic procrastination to explore adaptive 
and maladaptive aspects of procrastination and 
to help guide future empirical research. They 
discuss	previous	research	on	the	definition	and	
dimensionality of procrastination and describe 
the study in which interview data were collected 
in 4 stages, identifying 33 initial categories and 
29 macrothemes.... The authors propose 6 general 
principles and relate them and the paradigm model 
to previous research. Limitations of the research are 
discussed, as well as implications for future theory 
development and validation.

The essential paradigm presented in the  Schraw/Wadkins/Olafson 
procrastination study.

The Schraw/
Wadkins/
Olafson 
procrastination 
study.
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At the 2002 Ig Nobel Prize 
ceremony, Miss Sweetie 
Poo helps Ig Nobel Biology 
Prize co-winner Charles 
Paxton remember to finish 
his acceptance speech within 
the traditional 60-second 
time limit. Paxton and three 
colleagues were honored 
for their published study 
called “Courtship behavior 
of Ostriches Under Farming 
Conditions in Britain.”  
Photo: Eric Workman / 
Improbable Research.

Always Memorable:  
The Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony
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hMO-NO      The very final word in health care

Health care advice to pass on to your patients

hMO-NO News

hearty Breathing!
Hearty breathing is the mark of a healthy breather, according to our latest studies.

Under our HMO-NO Hearty BreathingTM program,* we supply you with instructions on how  
to breathe heartily—everything form how to inhale to how to rid your lungs of unhealthy carbon-
dioxide-laden air. A special section covers pacing, tempo, and frequency.**

Enroll in the program now. You’ll breath easier!***

 * Fees apply.

 ** Special section not included with basic package.

 *** Results may vary.

’Snot Cute
“Psychometric and Clinimetric Validity of the 20-Item Sino-
Nasal Outcome Test (SNOT-20),” Jay F. Piccirillo, Michael 
G. Merritt, Jr., and Michele Richards, Otolaryngology–Head 
and Neck Surgery, vol. 126, no. 1, January 2002, pp. 41–7. 
(Thanks to Tom Roberts for bringing this to our attention.) 
The authors, all of whom are in St. Louis, Missouri, include 
the following 20 categories in their survey: 

Need to blow nose; Sneezing; Runny nose; Cough; 
Postnasal discharge; Thick nasal discharge; Ear 
fullness; Dizziness; Ear pain; Facial pain/pressure; 
Difficulty	falling	asleep;	Wake	up	at	night;	Lack	
of a good night’s sleep; Wake up tired; Fatigue; 
Reduced productivity; Reduced concentration; 
Frustrated/restless/irritable; Sad; and Embarrassed.

Icky Cutesy Research Review
 Research reports that are icky and/or cutesy

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

A chart from the Piccirillo/Merritt/Richards “SNOT-20” study.
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