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According to previous research, females tend to exhibit less exploratory and novelty-seeking behaviors than males 

in order to avoid potential harm. The present study examined sex differences in morbid interest in abnormal and 

unpleasant things and motivations related to the interest. A survey created by experimenters was administered to 

measure participants’ interest in watching a disturbing video and to identify their motivation behind making this 

choice. Forty-five participants were recruited through convenience sampling at two locations at the University of 

Minnesota. The results suggested that male participants were significantly more interested in watching the 

disturbing video than females. In terms of motivation, females exhibited less curiosity and less concern about 

mental stress than males. The current findings have implications in predicting sex difference in reaction to 

disturbing stimuli and expanding the current knowledge of sex difference in general. 
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Curiosity elicits exploration and can be expressed in 

various ways (Voss & Keller, 1983). They have been 

frequently studied in relation to personality traits and individual 

differences, and recent studies also reveal sex differences in 

novelty-seeking behaviors. In a self-report study done by 

Killgore, Grugle, and Belkin (2010), males scored higher than 

females on danger-seeking, thrill-seeking, self-confidence, and 

need for control and were thought to bear higher propensity for 

risk-taking behaviors in general. Gagnon, Cashdan, Creem, 

and Stefanucci (2016) found that when participants were asked 

to explore a novel virtual environment to find five objects, 

females displayed more cautious behaviors, like pausing and 

revisiting, than males throughout the journey. However, it is 

important to note that curiosity alone cannot account for sex 

differences in risk-taking behaviors; other factors besides 

curiosity might also contribute to people’s exploration of 

potentially risky activities.  

For example, evolution and natural selection may also 

play a role (Archer, 2009). Due to resource and reproductive 

competition, males may have more of a propensity for risk and 

adventure-seeking behaviors than females who tend to avoid 

harm more often. Females are likely to stay in safe 

environments to rear their offspring; in contrast,  males need to  
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expose themselves to risks to gain more resources for 

reproduction when resources are widely distributed. In 

addition, social factors such as culture, social norms, 

stereotypes and gender roles may be related to sex differences 

in risk-taking behavior. According to Weaver (2011), 

upbringing and education can shape such differences, as boys 

may be told that violence and risks are acceptable and girls may 

be encouraged to nurture and care for things when playing with 

toys. In fact, the influence of society on such sex difference can 

go both ways, since diminished gender bias in various cultures 

coincides with diminished sex differences (Weaver, 2011). In 

western cultures that have less constrained sex roles than 

eastern cultures, sex differences in participation in sensation-

seeking activities have been decreasing over the past 40 years 

(Cross, Cyrenne, & Brown, 2013).   

 The motivation to engage in exploratory behaviors, as 

proposed by Maner and Gerend (2007), is generally influenced 

by people’s evaluation of the activity. Having positive 

expectations leads to more curiosity whereas having negative 

expectations leads to less curiosity (Maner & Gerend, 2007). 

From an evolutionary perspective, people might be more 

cautious when dealing with new things and environments that 

are potentially dangerous. In practice, however, they could still 

be driven by extreme curiosity to explore negative materials 

even after being told about the potential harm. Bushman (2006) 

studied how people’s TV watching behavior changed when 

given a warning label explicitly instructing people to stay away 

or  a basic  information label  merely informing  the viewers of  
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the violence present before a violent program. Participants 

were randomly exposed to one of the two labels and the time 

each group spent watching TV was recorded. Results revealed 

that participants watched the show with the warning label more 

than the show with the other label. Among the participants, 

those who were around 18 showed the most curiosity in 

watching the program than other age groups. However, 

people’s watching behavior did not predict the enjoyment of 

watching the video, since many who agreed to watch reported 

low enjoyment (Weaver, 2011).  

 One problem with the existing literature is that some 

studies rely on self-report measures (Killgore et al, 2010), 

which may reveal inconsistencies between people’s self-

estimation of their overall novelty-seeking propensity and their 

actual behavioral manifestations. Cross et al. (2013) illustrates 

that although sex differences in behavioral manifestation 

regarding sensation-seeking activities has varied in the last 35 

years, self-report on sensation-seeking propensity has shown no 

changes. Therefore, self-reports do not necessarily predict 

behavior. Since participants often do not have to perform the 

task after showing interest, experimenters cannot properly 

control for the effect of the biases from self-reports. People’s 

interest in novelty-seeking activity may be better examined if 

they have to execute certain tasks immediately based on their 

responses to the self-reports. However, even though Bushman 

(2006) found an age difference in viewers’ interest in violent 

TV content by directly engaging subjects in watching TV 

instead of merely using self-report measures, the researcher did 

not study the sex difference in such morbid interest. While 

curiosity and exploration are crucial for human development 

and adaptation (Voss & Keller, 1983), it is important to study if 

males and females have different interest in and motivation to 

explore new disturbing stimuli so as to better understand sex 

differences and predict people’s behavior. 

 The present study aimed to examine people’s 

motivation for deciding to watch a disturbing video that may 

cause anxiety and stress, as well as the potential sex differences 

that differentiate the decision to watch. Sex differences in 

morbid interest were studied as male and female participants’ 

indicated their interest in watching a gory video containing 

blood and realistic violence from real life scenes. By giving 

them decisions that they would have to act on immediately, we 

tried to avoid the flaws of self-reports, which might not 

accurately predict their subsequent behavior. Participants were 

expected to feel more accountable for their response that may 

require immediate actions and make the decision consistent 

with their preferences. Participants were also surveyed on what 

influenced their decision to watch the video for our later 

analysis of individual and sex differences. We hypothesized 

that males would be more interested in watching disturbing 

videos than females. We also hypothesized that females would 

be more likely to avoid potential mental stress than males.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants  

 A total of 45 students (21 males, 24 females) were 

recruited from the University of Minnesota for this study. 

Convenience sampling was used in two different locations on 

the University of Minnesota campus. All participants were over 

the age of 18 and were provided with a written informed 

consent form. Participants were not compensated.   

 

Materials 

 A short online survey (see Appendix) of four items 

was created by experimenters to study participants’ interest in 

watching a disturbing video. In the survey, their morbid 

interest was first examined as participants indicated if they 

wanted to watch the video or not. The following three 

questions asked participants to report their sex, motivation for 

their decision and their general propensity to view violent 

materials on their own.  

 

Procedure  

 Participants were first informed verbally that they 

were being asked to participate in a study on personal interest 

in watching a disturbing video. They were also informed by the 

experimenters that the video they would be watching was two 

minutes long and contained unsimulated violence and bloody 

content. Experimenters had computers set aside and pretended 

to be ready to play the video so participants were prompted to 

feel more accountable for their decisions. Participants who 

were willing to participate in the study were asked orally by the 

experimenters if they wanted to watch the video. Upon giving 

the answer, they were asked to complete a survey with the 

written informed consent form (see Appendix) to indicate their 

interest again and choose all the listed reasons that applied to 

them regarding why they were or were not interested. 

Participants who previously consented to watch the video were 

told that the survey was a “pre-survey” although there was no 

actual post survey. By doing so, the intention was to make 

participants feel more accountable for their answers so we 

could more accurately measure their interest. After participants 

finished the survey, they were told that there was no video for 

them to watch for ethical reasons.  

 

RESULTS 

 

 We determined and compared male and female interest 

in watching the disturbing video by computing the proportion 

of their “yes” and “no” responses. A 2×2 chi-square test of 

independence was used to compare the proportions of “yes” 

responses for male and female participants. The results 

revealed that out of 45 total participants, 25 gave “yes” 

responses indicating their interest in watching the disturbing 

video. Out of the 24 female and 21 male participants, 8 

(33.3%) females  and  17 (81.0%)  males responded  yes  when  
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FIGURE 1.  The percentage of answers for each motivating factor among 

participants who did not want to watch the video. 

 

 

asked to watch the video. The proportion of participants who 

were interested in watching the video was found to significantly 

differ between the two sexes, 2(1) = 10.286, p= 0.002. 

 Figure 1 shows the percentages of people who did not 

want to watch the video that selected each motivating factor, 

and Figure 2 shows the percentages of participants who wanted 

to watch the video. As shown in Figure 1, the researchers 

found that 18.8% of females selected curiosity compared to 

50% of males (See Fig. 1). 25% of female participants and 

25% of male participants reported that avoiding mental distress 

was a motivating factor in their decision not to watch the video, 

but only 25% of males expressed their aversion to blood 

compared to 60% of females. 12.5% of females thought 

watching the video would be a challenge compared to 25% of 

males.  

 Additionally, among participants who did respond 

“yes” when asked to watch the video, 82.5% of male 

participants selected curiosity as a motivating factor compared 

to 62.5% of female participants (See Fig. 2). 29.4% of male 

participants and 0% of female participants reported concern 

about mental distress. No females and no males reported dislike 

of blood as a motivating factor, and 37.5% of females thought 

watching the video would be a challenge compared to 5.9% of 

males. These numbers will be discussed below.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 There was a significant sex difference in people’s 

interest in watching the disturbing video. Although no actual 

video was shown to them, the scenario was made convincing so 

participants might answer with the expectation that their choice 

would affect the following event (whether the disturbing video 

would be shown to them). The analysis supported our 

hypothesis that males would be more interested in watching the 

disturbing video than females. Besides the sex difference in the 

general interest in the video, males and females also varied in 

their curiosity about the morbid content. Male participants 

indicated more curiosity than female participants, as shown in 

Figures 1 & 2. Greater male interest in viewing the disturbing 

video out of curiosity was consistent with previous research 

showing that males had greater  propensity for  novelty-seeking  

 
 

FIGURE 2.  The percentage of answers for each motivating factor among 

participants who wanted to watch the video. 

 

 

behaviors and less behavioral inhibition than females (Gagnon 

et al., 2016). Based on previous and current findings, we 

conclude that a greater proportion of males are interested in 

watching disturbing videos than females, according to our chi-

square analysis, and that this is largely due to curiosity. 

 Regarding the general sex difference in people’s 

motivation to view or not to view the disturbing content, the 

present study showed both consistencies and inconsistencies 

with previous research. In the current study, the greater 

tendency of males than that of females to avoid mental stress 

disagrees with the previous finding that females were more 

likely to shy away from risky and dangerous situations in order 

to minimize harm, either physical or psychological (Archer, 

2009). The inconsistent results might be due to the method we 

used to analyze the data from the present study. For example, 

with only four males and 16 females in the “no” panel, 

comparing the proportion of their motivating factor “I want to 

avoid mental stress” between the two sexes may not be the best 

way to study the sex difference. Within each sex group, the 

proportion of individuals who endorsed this answer was 50% 

for both. However, although the percentages are equal, there 

were far more females than males who chose that answer.   

 Another explanation for our result that males were not 

more concerned about mental stress than females is that such 

concern may be indirectly reflected in other options of 

motivating factors. Although no females showed concern about 

mental stress compared to 29.4% of males in the “yes” panel, a 

larger proportion of females considered watching the video to 

be a challenge even when they wanted to watch the video. This 

motivation may be, in essence, similar to that of wanting to 

avoid mental stress, which might indicate that females are more 

likely to want to avoid potential stressful contents than males. 

In addition, consistent with the previous finding that males may 

have greater acceptance of violence than females because of 

social norms (Weaver, 2011), the present study suggests 

females’ greater aversion to blood than males in the “no” 

panel. It is likely that females’ strong blood aversion is from 

their fear for the potential mental stress that blood may cause. 

  Despite the significant interest difference found 

between the two sexes, the present study is not without 

limitations. For example, the sample size of the experiment 
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was relatively small with only 45 participants in total. In 

addition, since the experiment was solely conducted with 

University of Minnesota students, who were all likely to fall in 

a small age range, the participants’ age and university might 

limit the external validity of the present study. Bushman (2006) 

found that younger people aged around 18 spent more time 

watching “explicit” television than other age groups. 

Therefore, it is uncertain if the observed sex difference in 

morbid interest is present in all age groups or only in the 

university students’ young age group. It is possible that males’ 

morbid curiosity is only elevated at young age; thus, the sex 

difference in morbid interest may go away in older age groups. 

Another limitation could be the way the experiment was 

presented. Since participants had to first verbally indicate if 

they wanted to watch the video before taking the survey, they 

might presume that they needed to show agreement to be 

eligible for the study. Male participants in particular may feel 

pressure from their expected social roles and may have been 

likely to show more interest in the video in front of the 

experimenters.  

 Moreover, the way that questions were phrased on the 

survey was also problematic. The question that was designed to 

ask participants about their biological sex mismatched the 

definition of biological sex with gender, which is a social 

construct. Participants might have felt confused when they 

were instructed to report what is on their birth certificate as 

their gender, and therefore, ended up reporting their gender as 

their sex. Furthermore, because participants were given the 

freedom to choose more than one motivating factor, they might 

have mistakenly picked all descriptions that could describe 

them, some of which may have not necessarily served as 

reasons or motivations for their choice. For example, 

participants who did not want to watch the video could still be 

curious about the video content and choose “curiosity,” even if 

this was not the motivating force for their final decision. 

Similarly, those who wanted to watch the video could still 

choose “I don’t like blood” as a motivating factor, which may 

just be a personal quality but not a motivation to watch the 

video. Given the limited number of options of why people 

wanted or did not want to watch the video, participants may 

have been under the impression that they had to choose one of 

the pre-determined answer choices as their motivation, even 

when they may have actually made their choices based on 

factors that were not listed in the survey.  

 In the current study, participants’ motivation to watch 

a video was measured with a nominal scale. To more 

accurately study the sex difference in motivation, future studies 

could measure this variable using a rating scale, which would 

allow participants to rate the level of importance of each 

motivating factor separately. Although morbid interest is a 

broad term, we only focused on a specific behavior in the 

present study and operationally defined it as the interest in 

watching a disturbing video that contained blood and violence. 

To study if the observed sex difference can be applied to other 

potentially stressful situations, future researchers could 

operationalize morbid interest in other ways such as measuring 

people’s interest in exploring a haunted house alone.  

 The sex differences that the present study found in 

morbid curiosity support the evolutionary theory and early sex 

division of labor in which males tend to hunt food outside for 

the family and females tend to take care of children (Kruger & 

Byker, 2009). Males’ hunter role may lead them to be less 

scared of blood and more tolerant and active in exploring new 

potentially stressful events than females. The current study 

specifically examined sex differences in morbid interest. 

However, in the modern society where sex and gender are two 

distinct dimensions on which individuals can be categorized, 

and where gender-equality is widely advocated, future research 

is needed to investigate if morbid curiosity varies in different 

genders. 

 

APPENDIX 
 

You are being asked to participate in a study as part of a class project in a 

research methods course in the Department of Psychology at the University of 

Minnesota. If you choose to participate, no identifying information will be 

gathered from you, so it will be impossible to identify you as a participant. If 

you choose to participate, you may stop participating at any time. You may 

withdraw your data at any time, including after you have completed the study. 

You may ask me questions before you complete the experiment. I also can tell 

you how to contact the course instructor if you have questions for him. During 

the experiment you will receive a short essay and potentially view disturbing 

content  

 

Please answer the following questions:  

 

1. Do you want to watch the video or not?  

            A. Yes 

            B. No  

 

2. What is your gender (on your birth certificate)? 

A.  Male 

B.  Female  

 

3. Why do or don’t you want to watch the video? (Select all that apply)  

A.  Curiosity  

B.  Fear 

C.  Seems like a challenge 

D.  I don’t like blood 

E.  Against my religious beliefs  

F.  I want to avoid mental stress  

 

4. How likely to watch a video of this nature on your own?  

A.  Extremely likely  

B.  Somewhat likely  

C.  Neither likely nor unlikely  

D.  Somewhat unlikely  

E.  Extremely unlikely 
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