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Improbable Research: 
Unreadability, Candy-Snatching, 
Counter-Clockwise
Improbable theories, experiments, and conclusions
compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable Research staff

We welcome your suggestions  
for this and other columns.  

Please include the  full citation  
(no abbreviations!) and,  

if possible, a copy of the paper.
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Research Reports Are Becoming Harder to Read
“Research: The Readability of Scientific Texts is Decreasing Over Time,” Pontus 
Plavén-Sigray, Granville James Matheson, Björn Christian Schiffler, and William 
Hedley Thompson, eLife, vol. 6, 2017, e2772. (Thanks to Margaux Phares for bringing 
this to our attention.) The authors, at the Karolinska Institutet, Sweden, explain:

Clarity and accuracy of reporting are fundamental to the scientific process. 
Readability formulas can estimate how difficult a text is to read. Here, in a corpus 
consisting of 709,577 abstracts published between 1881 and 2015 from 123 
scientific journals, we show that the readability of science is steadily decreasing. 
Our analyses show that this trend is indicative of a growing use of general 
scientific jargon.

Upper-Class People More Likely to  
Take Candy From Babies
“Higher Social Class Predicts Increased Unethical 
Behavior,” Paul K. Piff, Daniel M. Stancato, Stéphane 
Côté, Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton, and Dacher Keltner, 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 109, 
no. 11, 2012, pp. 4086-4091. The authors, at the University 
of California, Berkeley, and the University of Toronto, 
report:  

[A]t the end of the study, the experimenter presented 
participants with a jar of individually wrapped 
candies, ostensibly for children in a nearby laboratory, 
but informed them that they could take some if they 
wanted. This task was adapted from prior research on 
entitlement and served as our measure of unethical 
behavior because taking candy would reduce the 
amount that would otherwise be given to children.... Central to our hypothesis, 
participants in the upper-class rank condition took more candy that would 
otherwise go to children than did those in the lower-rank condition.

A Possible Reason Track Meet Races Run Counter-Clockwise
“The Reason Why Do Athletes Run Around the Track Counter-Clockwise?”  
M.H. Tavakkoli, International Journal of Educational Development, vol. 2, no. 4,  
October 2013, pp. 23-30. (Thanks to Scott Langill for bringing this to our attention.)  
The author, at Kerala University, India, explains:

We run counter-clockwise because everything in nature tends towards counter-
clockwise motion. That spectator will perceive the runners as moving left to right 
- the same direction our eyes move when we read. The human body is slightly 
heavier than the right because of the heart and when running anticlockwise, the 
body would tend to very slightly incline towards the left, which could be an 
advantage while running anticlockwise most people are right hand/leg dominant.

Detail from the study “Research: 
The Readability of Scientific Texts is 
Decreasing Over Time.”

http://www.improbable.com

	BM_1_



