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 SUPERFREAKONOMICS, Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner (2009) 
 

 The theme of this book is that people respond to in-
centives, although not in ways that are predictable or obvious. 
This law of unintended consequences applies to schoolteach-
ers, realtors and crack dealers as well as expectant mothers, 
sumo wrestlers, bagel salesmen, and the Ku Klux Klan.  
 More than 30% of all fatal auto crashes involve at 
least one driver who has been drinking. During late-night 
hours, this proportion rises to nearly 60%. But drunk drivers 
are rarely caught—just one arrest for every 27,000 miles driv-
en while drunk.  
 Giving birth in India to a baby boy is like giving birth 
to a 401(k) retirement fund. He will grow up to be a wage-
earning man who can provide for his parents in their sunset 
years. Having a baby girl, however, means relabeling the re-
tirement fund a dowry fund. Girls are so undervalued in India 
that there are roughly 35m fewer females than males. Most of 
these “missing women” are presumed dead, either by indirect 
means (the girl’s parent withheld nutrition or medical care), 
direct harm (the baby girl was killed after birth), or, increas-
ingly, a pre-birth decision. Indian women also run an outsize 
risk of unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease. 
One cause is that Indian men’s condoms malfunction more 
than 15% of the time, often because 60% of Indian men have 
penises too small for the condoms manufactured to fit World 
Health Organization specs. Women who recently got cable TV 
were significantly less willing to tolerate wife-beating, less 
likely to admit to having a son preference, and more likely to 
exercise personal autonomy. TV somehow seemed to empow-
er women in a way that government interventions had not. 
Rural Indian families who got cable TV began to have a lower 
birthrate than those without TV. 
 A New Yorker was nearly twice as likely to die from 
a horse accident in 1900 as from a car accident today. Old 
New York brownstones and their elegant stoops, rising from 
street level to the second-story parlor was a design necessity, 
allowing a homeowner to rise above the sea of horse manure. 
The electric streetcar and the automobile were both extrava-
gantly cleaner and far more efficient than horses.  
 From the 13th to 19th centuries as many as 1 million 
European women, most of them poor and many of them wid-
owed, were executed for witchcraft, taking the blame for bad 
weather that killed crops. Girls who play high-school sports 
are more likely to attend college and land a solid job, especial-
ly in some high-skill fields traditionally dominated by men.  
 As with other illicit markets—think about drug deal-
ing or black-market guns---most governments prefer to punish 
those supplying goods and services rather than those who are 
consuming them. The US “war on drugs” has been relatively 

ineffective because it focuses on sellers and not buyers. When 
you lock up a supplier, a scarcity is created that drives up price 
and entices more suppliers to enter the market. While drug 
buyers obviously outnumber sellers, more than 90% of prison 
time for drug convictions is served by dealers. Suppliers are 
much easier to demonize. But if a government really wants to 
crack down on illicit goods and services, it must go after the 
people who demand them.  
 At least 20% of American men born from1933 to 
1942 had their first sexual intercourse with a prostitute. 20 
years later the shift in sexual mores had given him a much 
greater supply of unpaid sex. More than 70% of the men in the 
later generation had sex before they married compared with 
just 33% in the earlier generation. So premarital sex emerged 
as a viable substitute for prostitution. And as the demand for 
paid sex decreased, so too did the wages of those who provide 
it. The data don’t lie: a Chicago street prostitute is more likely 
to have sex with a cop than to be arrested by one.  
 Prostitution is more geographically concentrated than 
other criminal activity: nearly half of all Chicago prostitution 
arrests occur in less than 1/3 of 1% of the city’s blocks. They 
are near train stations and major roads (prostitutes need to be 
where customers can find them) and have a lot of poor resi-
dents—although not an overabundance of female-headed 
households. Amazingly, prices at a given location are virtually 
the same from one prostitute to the next.  
 Homes sold on FSBOMadisonl.com typically fetched 
about the same prices as those sold by Realtors, but they took 
20 days longer to sell. Flat-fee real-estate agents, who typical-
ly charge about $500 to list a house, also get about the same 
price as full-fee (6%) Realtors. The Internet is proving to be a 
powerful substitute for the Realtor. Realtors often pressure 
clients to lower process to sell more quickly. The principal-
agent problem happens when 2 parties in a given undertaking 
seem to have the same incentive, but in fact may not.  
 In 1940 an astonishing 55% of all college-educated 
female workers in their early 30s were employed as teachers. 
In 1960 about 40% of female teachers scored in the top quin-
tile of IQ and other aptitude tests, with only 8% in the bottom. 
20 years later, fewer than half as many were in the top quin-
tile. Overall teacher skill declined during these years, and with 
it the quality of classroom instruction. Between 1960 and 
1980, US test scores fell about 1.25 grade-level equivalents.  
 Data on gender discrimination tells an untold story. It 
seems that many women, even those with MBAs, love kids. 
The average female MBA with no children works only 3% 
fewer hours than the average male MBA. But female MBAs 
with children work 24% less. The pecuniary penalties from 
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shorter hours and job discontinuity among MBAs are enor-
mous. Rather than interpreting women’s lower wages as a 
failure, perhaps it should be seen as a sign that a higher wage 
simply isn’t as meaningful an incentive for women as it is for 
men. Could it be that men have a weakness for money just as 
women have a weakness for children?  
 Babies in utero during Ramadan are more likely to 
exhibit developmental aftereffects, as undernourishment im-
pacts development, especially in the first month of pregnancy.  
 A recent tally of the British national youth leagues 
shows that fully half of the players were born between January 
and March, with those in the remaining 9 months. A similar 
German team shows a similar effect. Most elite athletes begin 
playing when they are quite young. Since youth sports are 
organized by age, the cut off date is usually December 31. As 
a coach comparing two 7-year-old boys, one of whom was 
born January 1 and the other 364 days later, the older is likely 
to be bigger, faster, and more mature than the younger. And 
thus, the cycle begins. Year after year, the bigger boys are 
selected, encouraged, and given feedback and playing time, 
while the others eventually fall away. This “relative-age ef-
fect” is so strong in many sports that its advantages last all the 
way through to the professional ranks.  
 Expert performers—whether in soccer or piano play-
ing, surgery or computer programming—are nearly always 
made, not born. Deliberate practice has 3 key components: 
setting specific goals; obtaining immediate feedback; and con-
centrating as much on technique as on outcome. Those who 
excel at a given thing aren’t necessarily the same ones who 
seemed to be “gifted” at a young age. This suggests that when 
it comes to choosing a life path, people should do what they 
love, because if you don’t love what you’re doing, you are 
unlikely to work hard enough to get very good at it.  
 If you land in an emergency room with a serious 
condition, how much does your survival depend on the partic-
ular doctor you draw? Much of what looks like doctor skill in 
the raw data is in fact the luck of the draw, the result of some 
doctors getting more patients with less-threatening ailments. 
Health outcomes are largely uncorrelated to spending. This 
means the best doctors don’t spend any more money—for 
tests, hospital admittance, and so on—than the lesser doctors. 
However, the best docs in the ER spend less money per pa-
tient. “Donorcyclists” is the name that transplant surgeons call 
those who ride motorcycles without helmets. 
 Cancer patients make up 20% of Medicare cases but 
consume 40% of the Medicare budget. Oncologists are among 
the highest-paid doctors, their salaries increasing faster than 
other specialists’, and they typically derive more than half of 
their income from selling and administering chemotherapy 
drugs. The age-adjusted mortality rate for cancer is essentially 

unchanged over the past half-century, at about 200 deaths per 
100,00 people. Over the same period, age-adjusted mortality 
from cardiovascular disease has plummeted, from nearly 600 
people per 100,000 to well beneath 300. Many people who in 
previous generation would have died from heart disease are 
now living long enough to die from cancer instead. Indeed, 
nearly 90% of newly diagnosed lung-cancer victims are 55 or 
older; the median age is 71.  
 The military death rate used to be much larger in the 
past. The rate of death in 2008 was even lower than in certain 
peacetime years. Some of this improvement is likely due to 
better medical care. But a surprising fact is that the accidental 
death rate for soldiers in the early 1980s was higher than the 
death rate by hostile fire for every year the US has been 
fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq. It seems that practicing to 
fight a war can be just about as dangerous as really fighting 
one. 
 Imagine you want to know whether putting more 
people in prison really lowers the crime rate. Researchers of-
ten rely on what is know as a natural experiment, a set of con-
ditions that mimic the experiment you want to conduct but 
cannot. On example: the American Civil Liberties Union file 
lawsuits against dozens of states to protest overcrowded pris-
on. It wins virtually all of these cases, after which the state is 
ordered to reduce overcrowding by letting some prisoners free. 
In the 3 years after such court decisions, the prison population 
in theses states falls by 15% relative to the rest of the country. 
What do those freed prisoners do? A whole lot of crime. In the 
3 years after the ACLU wins a case, violent crime rises by 
10% and property crime by 5% in the affected states. Similar-
ly, the decrease in punishment during the 1960s seems to be 
responsible for 30% of the rise in crime.  
 Children who grew up watching a lot of TV, even the 
most innocuous family-friendly shows, were more likely to 
engage in crime when they got older. Some places in the US 
started receiving signals in the mid-1940s while others had no 
TV until a decade later. By 1970, violent crime was twice as 
high in the cities that got TV early as those that got it late. For 
every extra year a young person was exposed to TV in his first 
15 years, we see a 4% increase in the number of property-
crime arrests later in life and a 2% increase in violent-crime 
arrests. The total impact of TV on crime in the 1960s was an 
increase of 50% in property crimes and 25% in violent crimes. 
The effect is largest for children who had extra TV exposure 
from birth to age 4.    
  Our behavior can be changed by even subtle levels 
of scrutiny. One professor ran an experiment in her own de-
partment’s break room. Customarily, faculty members paid for 
coffee and other drinks by dropping money into an “honesty 
box.” Each week, she posted a new price list. The prices never 
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changed, but the small photograph atop the list did. On odd 
weeks, there was a picture of flowers; on even weeks, a pair of 
human eyes. When the eyes were watching, her colleagues left 
nearly 3 times as much money in the honesty box. So, the next 
time you laugh when a bird is frightened off by a silly scare-
crow, remember that scarecrows work on human beings too.  
 A big reason the per-mile auto fatality rate has fallen 
so much in the US is seat belts. They reduce risks of death by 
as much as 70%; since 1974 they have saved roughly 250,000 
lives. Seat belts, at $25 a pop, are one of the most cost-
effective lifesaving devices ever invented. In a given year, it 
costs roughly $500m to put them in every US vehicle, which 
yields roughly $30,000 for every life saved. Air bags, at an 
annual US price of more than $4b cost about $1.8m per life 
saved. For children 2 and older, the rate of death in crashes 
involving at least one fatality is almost identical for those rid-
ing in car seats and those wearing seat belts. 
 From the mid-1960s until the mid-1990s, hurricane 
activity was depressed by the Atlantic Multidecadal Oscilla-
tion, a long-recurring climate cycle of 60-80 years during 
which the Atlantic Ocean gradually cools and then warms up 
again. The temperature change is just a couple of degrees, but 
it’s enough to discourage hurricanes during the cool years and 
empower them during the warm. Articles published by climate 
researches in the mid-1970s were predicting the effect of 
global cooling. Alarm bells had rung because the average 
ground temperature in the Northern Hemisphere had fallen .5 
degrees F from 1945 to 1968. Furthermore, there had been a 
large increase in snow cover and, between 1964 and 1972, a 
decrease of 1.3% in the amount of sunshine hitting the US. 
Newsweek reported that the temperature decline” had taken the 
planet about 1/6 of the way toward the Ice Age average.”  
 The world’s ruminants are responsible for 50% more 
greenhouse gas than the entire transportation sector. Human 
activity accounts for just 2% of global carbon-dioxide emis-
sions, with the remainder generated by natural processes like 
plant decay. The major greenhouse gas is water vapor. But 
current climate models do not know how to handle water va-
por and various types of clouds.  
 Carbon dioxide may have had little to do with recent 
warming. Instead, all the heavy-particulate pollution we gen-
erated in earlier decades seems to have cooled the atmosphere 
by dimming the sun. It was the global cooling that caught sci-
entists’ attention in the 1970s. The trend began to reverse 
when we started cleaning up our air. So, most of the warming 
seen over the past few decades might actually be due to good 
environmental stewardship. Ice-cap evidence show that over 
the past several hundred thousand years, carbon-dioxide levels 
have risen after a rise in temperature, not the other way 
around.  

 While plants get their water from the soil, they get 
their food—carbon dioxide—from the air. An increase in car-
bon dioxide means that plants require less water to grow. 
Doubling the amount of carbon dioxide while holding steady 
all other inputs—water, nutrients, and so forth—yields a 70% 
increase in plant growth, an obvious boon to agricultural 
productivity. Rising sea levels aren’t driven primarily by glac-
iers melting, no matter how useful that image may be for envi-
ronmental activists. It is driven mostly by water-warming—
the thermal expansion of ocean water as it warms up. Planting 
trees in certain locations actually exacerbates warming be-
cause comparatively dark leaves absorb more incoming sun-
light than grassy plains, sandy deserts, or snow-covered ex-
panses. While the drumbeat of doom has grown louder over 
the past several years, the average global temperature has in 
fact decreased.  
 A problem with solar cells is that they’re black, be-
cause they are designed to absorb light from the sum. But only 
about 12% gets turned into electricity, and the rest is reradiat-
ed as heat—which contributes to global warming. In 1815, the 
gargantuan eruption of Mount Tambor in Indonesia produced 
“The year Without a Summer,” a world-wide disaster that 
killed crops, prompted wide spread starvation and food riots, 
and brought snow to New England as late as June. The typical 
volcano sends sulfur dioxide into the troposphere, the atmos-
pheric layer closest to the earth’s surface. This is similar to 
what a coal-burning power plant does with its sulfur emission. 
In both cases, the gas stays in the sky only a week or so before 
falling back to the ground as acid rain, generally within a few 
hundred miles of its origin. But a big volcano shoots sulfur 
dioxide far higher, into the stratosphere. That’s the layer that 
begins at about 7 miles above the earth’s surface, or 6 miles at 
the poles. Above that threshold altitude, there is a drastic 
change in a variety of atmospheric phenomena. The sulfur 
dioxide, rather than quickly returning to the earth’s surface, 
absorbs stratospheric water vapor and forms an aerosol cloud 
that circulates rapidly, blanketing most of the globe. In the 
stratosphere, sulfur dioxide can linger for a year or more, and 
will thereby affect the global climate. 
 Warming is largely a polar phenomenon, which 
means that high-latitude areas are 4 times more sensitive to 
climate change than the equator. Hurricanes are destructive 
because they gather up the thermal energy in the ocean’s sur-
face and convert it into physical force, a primordial act of lev-
erage creation. They rupture the “Salter Sink” process by us-
ing wave power to continually sink the warm water all through 
hurricane season.  
 A raft of studies has shown that hospital personnel 
wash or disinfect their hand in fewer than half the instances 
they should. And doctors are the worst offenders, more lax 
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than either nurses or aides. In the modern world, we tend to 
believe that dangerous behaviors are best solved by education. 
That is the thinking behind nearly every public-awareness 
campaign ever undertaken, from global warming to AIDS 
prevention to drunk driving. And doctors are the most educat-
ed people in the hospital. Between 44,000 and 98,000 Ameri-
can die each year because of preventable hospital errors—
more than deaths from motor-vehicle crashes or breast can-
cer—and one of the leading errors is wound infection.  
 
[As many as 1 million European women were executed for 
witchcraft. Homes sold on FSBOMadisonl.com typically 
fetched about the same prices as those sold by Realtors, but 
they took 20 days longer to sell. Children who grew up watch-
ing a lot of TV were more likely to engage in crime when they 
got older. Seatbelts costs $30,000 per life saved, while airbags 
cost $1.8 million. Articles published by climate researches in 
the mid-1970s were predicting the effect of global cooling. 
Doctors are the leading cause of preventable wound infection. 


