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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.
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Miscellany in the 
basement storage 
facility in the Natural 
History Museum 
of Denmark, in 
Copenhagen. Photo: 
A.S. Kaswell.

Some Coming Events
The Covid-19 pandemic has introduced 
excitingly boundless uncertainty as to 
whether, when, where, and how various 
public activities will happen in the near 
future. In 2021 most (but not all?) will 
happen teledistantly. 

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

September 9, 2021 

The 31st First Annual Ig Nobel Prize 
Ceremony

2021 (Dates TBD, pandemic permitting) 
Ig Nobel EuroTour

2021 (Dates TBD, pandemic permitting) 
Japan

Where !ere’s More 
There’s always new improbable — it’s not what you expect! — stuff  

on the Improbable Research blog at IMPROBABLE.COM

The Improbable Research podcast is back!

https://www.improbable.com/ 
category/the-weekly-improbable-research-podcast/

 IFC Ways to Use This Magazine
 
Special Section: Haphazard
 9 What’s in an ‘O’?*

 11 Donkeys Research Review: The Motorcycle and Two Donkeys Incident*

 12 Necrophilia and the Law*

 14 Legal Subtleties: ALL CAPS and Burglaries*

 16 Criminal Expertise: Gunfighters, Burglars, Thieves, Perfect Murderers*

 20 Education Research Review: Cookie-Influenced Misadjustment*

 21 Habits and Public Health: Swimming Pools and Toilets*

 23 Medical Eccentrics: Tooth/Bullet, Lice*

Improbable Research Reviews
 4 Medical: Flower Pot on the Head*

 6 Improbable Research: Outrageous Events*

 8 May We Recommend: Salivating Over PowerPoint*

 25 Icky Cutesy Research Review: Cat Got Your Lung?*

 28  Ig® and Beyond: Shrunken Heads, Shorter Referees*

News & Notes
 2  AIR Vents (letters from our readers): Familially and Pleasurable

 27 Ig Nobel Limericks: Income, Kiss, Brows*

 29 Teachers’Guide

 30 Editorial Board
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Research about how to do crime
by Jonathan Chilblain, Improbable Research sta!

Quick-Draw Gun4ghters
“The Quick and the Dead: When Reaction Beats Intention,” Andrew E. Welchman, 
James Stanley, Malte R. Schomers, R. Chris Miall, and Heinrich H. Bülthoff, 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B, vol. 277, no. 1688, pp. 1667-1674. The authors, 
at University of Birmingham, UK; University of Otago, New Zealand; University of 
Cambridge, UK; Max Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics, Tubingen, Germany; 
and at Korea University, report:

Inspired at least by the latter, the Nobel laureate Niels Bohr considered 
why, during a gunfight, the man who drew first was the one to get shot. He 
suggested that the intentional act of drawing and shooting is slower to execute 
than the reactive action in response, an idea grounded in the everyday trade-off 
between stimulus-driven behaviour and intentional, planned actions....

Here we develop a behavioural paradigm to test movement dynamics for 
intentional versus reaction movements and provide evidence for a ‘reactive 
advantage’ in movement execution, whereby the same action is executed faster 
in reaction to an opponent. We placed pairs of participants in competition with 
each other...

Niels Bohr, inspiration for the study “The 
Quick and the Dead: When Reaction 
Beats Intention.” Drawing by Nan Swift.Detail from the study “The Quick and the Dead: When Reaction Beats Intention.”
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Studying the Expertise of Burglars
“New Methods for Examining Expertise in Burglars in Natural and Simulated 
Environments: Preliminary Findings,” Claire Nee, Martin White, Kirk Woolford, Tudor 
Pascu, Leon Barker, and Lucy Wainwright, Psychology, Crime and Law, vol. 21, no. 5, 
2015, pp. 507-513. The authors, at the University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth, and the 
University of Sussex, UK, explain:

We tested hypotheses regarding expertise in burglars in a small, exploratory 
study observing the behaviour of ‘expert’ offenders (ex-burglars) and novices 
(students) in a real and in a simulated environment. Both samples undertook 
a mock burglary in a real house and in a simulated house on a computer. Both 
environments elicited notably different behaviours between the experts and 
the novices with experts demonstrating superior skill. This was seen in: more 
time spent in high value areas; fewer and more valuable items stolen; and more 
systematic routes taken around the environments.
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Claire Nee, lead author of the study 
“New Methods for Examining Expertise 
in Burglars in Natural and Simulated 
Environments: Preliminary Findings.” 
Drawing by Nan Swift.Detail from the study “New Methods for Examining Expertise in Burglars in Natural 

and Simulated Environments: Preliminary Findings.”
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Optimal Pilfering Policies for Dynamic Continuous 5ieves
“Optimal Pilfering Policies for Dynamic Continuous Thieves,” Suresh P. Sethi, 
Management Science, vol. 25, no. 6, 1979, pp. 535-542. The author, at the University  
of Toronto, reports:

This paper considers the problems of a dynamic continuous thief, such as a 
habitual shoplifter or a gas siphoner, who must choose the pilfering rate (which 
increases the probability of his arrest over time) to maximize the present 
value of his total expected gain over a given finite or infinite horizon. The 
gain function incorporates the amount of pilfering, the one-shot penalty at the 
time of arrest and the continuous punishment subsequent to arrest. A thief is 
classified as a profit-maximizer, a kleptomaniac, or a risk-averter depending 
on whether he considers his gain function to be linear, convex, or concave in 
the pilfering rate, respectively. Optimal pilfering rates are obtained for each of 
these different types of thieves by using the methods of optimal control.

Detail from the study “Optimal Pilfering Policies for Dynamic Continuous Thieves.”
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How to Commit a Perfect Murder
“How to Commit a Perfect Murder,” Mark Cooney, International Journal of Law, Crime and 
Justice, vol. 43, 2015, pp. 295-309. The author, at the University of Georgia, explains:

Curiously, social science has ignored the problem of the perfect murder.... 
Whatever the reason, the neglect is not justified as the topic harbors an important 
scientific question: when will people get away with murder? Moreover, the data 
for answering the question already exist. A large body of research conducted by 
criminologists, anthropologists, historians, sociologists, human rights activists and 
others provides a wealth of detail about the handling of real-life homicide cases 
across a broad range of human societies....

Fact... deviates sharply from fiction. In the real world, the perfect murder is 
not committed by an evil genius but by a moral agent acting in the name of the 
common good—fighting crime, restoring honor, eliminating enemies, protecting 
communities. Nor is it a mystery: the killer’s identity is publicly known, and the 
killing is tolerated, even applauded, by legal officials and by fellow civilians. 
The killer may even wear the badge of the law. In short, while the perfect murder 
remains a source of aesthetic fascination, it is no longer a scientific puzzle. To 
commit a perfect murder, the killer should:

• Be of as high status as possible.

• Select a low status victim who is, ideally, socially close as well.

• Have extensive strong partisanship and the victim none at all.

•  Be significantly closer, socially, than the victim to those making the  
crucial decisions in the case.
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Mark Cooney, author of the study “How 
to Commit a Perfect Murder.” Drawing 
by Nan Swift.


