
R

Risky Behavior

Andreas Wilke
Department of Psychology, Clarkson University,
Potsdam, NY, USA

Synonyms
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Introduction

The study of risk propensity has a long and rich
history of inquiry in various disciplines such as
biology, economics, and psychology (see Mishra
2014 for a recent overview). In the evolutionary
psychological sciences, currently, the main
debates mostly revolve around the role that life-
history variables and the early living environment
have on risk propensity, what part sexual selection
may have played in shaping risk-seeking behav-
ior, and how risk-taking can be operationalized
and measured when researchers are interested in
studying risky behavior from a functional
perspective.

Exploring Risky Behavior in a Life-History
Framework
Life-history theory, a theory subset of evolution-
ary biology and behavioral ecology, argues that
biological aspects of the life course result from

trade-offs when allocating finite effort among sur-
vival, current reproduction, and future reproduc-
tion (Chisholm 1993). The underlying logic is that
patterns of birth, growth, and death (i.e., life-
histories) result from competing costs and benefits
of different allocations at different times in the life
cycle. At any given point, organisms can decide
whether to spend energy on their own bodies (i.e.,
somatic effort) or to spend energy in reproduction,
which can be through attracting a mate (i.e., mat-
ing effort) or in caring for offspring (i.e., parental
effort). Which patterns of expenditure are most
effective for survival and reproduction depends
on the environment the organism is facing: In
environments with longer life expectancy (often
including high environmental stability and low
mortality rates), it might pay to invest effort in
growth and development, whereas in an environ-
ment with shorter life expectancy (often including
high instability and high mortality rates), it might
be advantageous to reproduce earlier. Thus, vari-
ables in decision-makers’ personal and ecological
environment can determine adaptive individual
differences in risky behavior due to differences
in how we discount the future and which repro-
ductive strategies are selected. Including such
concepts from life-history theory has been
shown to improve existing models of risk-taking.
In a classic paper, Hill et al. (1997), for instance,
could show that people with higher future
unpredictability beliefs and shorter lifespan
assessments were found to be more risk prone in
their behaviors, even after accounting for classic
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statistical predictors of risk-taking (e.g., sex, age).
Similarly, Sherman et al. (2016) showed that
humans can internalize environmental cues of
mortality risk (e.g., prevalence of violent and
property crimes, registered sex offenders) already
at an early age during childhood and that those
cues can have an effect on subsequent risk per-
ceptions and behaviors later in life during adoles-
cence and adulthood.

There is good evidence that patterns of risk-
taking are also linked to variables which are
important life-history variables in and of them-
selves, such as sex, age, marital status, and par-
enting. Wang et al. (2009), for example, examined
the effect of life-history variables on risk-taking
propensity, as measured by the likelihood of
engaging in risky behaviors in multiple evolution-
ary domains of risk. The effects of life-history
variables on risky behavior were domain-specific,
and there was support for the common observed
sex difference, in which men showed greater risk-
seeking tendencies than women. Older age, par-
enthood, and a higher reproductive goal setting all
reduced risk propensity in some of the studied
evolutionary domains, but not others. Shorter sub-
jective life expectancy was associated with an
increased willingness to take risks in the mating
and reproductive domain.

Understanding the Role of Risky Behavior in
Mate Attraction
Viewed in the framework of evolutionary theory,
human risk-taking shows some remarkable sex
differences. This raises the possibility that risky
behavior is a sexually selected trait. Typically,
males in their teens and twenties not only are
more prone than females of the same age to take
risks of many different kinds (e.g., unprotected
sex, extreme sports, binge drinking) but also suf-
fer from the higher mortality rates associated with
this behavior (Kruger and Nesse 2004). From a
decision point of view, many of these risks not
only involve an increased variance in payoff but
also typically lead to a lower mean payoff than not
taking the risk at all.

Sexual selection provides two rationales for
why males engage in these risky behaviors, espe-
cially at ages of high fertility and high intersexual

competition. First, the variance and skew in male
mating success may favor risk-taking when there
are high potential gains that outweigh high risks
(e.g., via an increased likelihood of partner acqui-
sition). Second, males might take risks as a form
of advertisement of their genetic quality to both
females and rival males. Here, the argument for
why risk-taking might be an honest indicator of
quality follows the logic of the handicap principle:
Risky behaviors are less of a danger to high-
quality males than to low-quality males, high-
quality males can afford to take such risks more
often, and thus rivals and potential mates should
use risk-taking as a cue to partner quality.

Wilke et al. (2006) tested some of these ideas
by recruiting both singles and individuals in stable
relationships. Young men and women rated how
attractive they would find it if a potential partner
engaged in various risky activities. Interestingly,
not only men but also women reported that they
found recreational and social risks as attractive
and other forms of risk-taking (e.g., gambling,
health) as unattractive. This indicates that risk-
taking is attractive to the opposite sex in some
domains but unattractive in others. Both sexes
were relatively accurate in predicting what kind
of risky behavior would be attractive to a potential
opposite sex partner if they themselves would
engage in this activity, and individuals in stable
long-term relationships showed positive assort-
ment for risk-taking behaviors. This indicates
that people with similar risk attitudes might have
a greater likelihood of encountering each other or
that there is generally higher mate compatibility
between such mates.

Measuring Risky Behaviors Within
Evolutionary Content Domains
Is someone who takes high financial risks (e.g.,
investing money in a speculative stock) also more
likely to risk harm to his/her own health (e.g.,
smoking) or more prone to engage in dangerous
sport activities? Not necessarily. The old concep-
tion that individuals differ in a situation-consistent
and domain general level of risk propensity has
been largely abandoned in the behavioral decision
sciences (see, for instance, Hanoch et al. 2006).
Newmethodologies have been developed that can
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not only distinguish the propensity to take risks in
different domains but also construct integrated
risk attitudes based on peoples’ risk perceptions
and levels of perceived benefit regarding a partic-
ular behavioral activity that involves risk.

From an evolutionary point of view, risk-
taking behavior should be viewed as domain-
specific due to the recurrent and enduring risks
in the environment of evolutionary adaptedness
that shaped human risk propensity, and risky
behavior itself should conceptualized as varia-
tions in payoff distributions within specific
domains of adaptation. To test this, Wilke et al.
(2014) created a large set of risky modern-day
analogues of qualitatively similar actions in recur-
ring problem domains of the ancestral environ-
ment that were potentially beneficial but also
costly to survival and reproductive success. Mul-
tiple risk behavior questionnaire items were
pooled into individual risk domains that were
generated from a textbook analysis of the fields
of biological anthropology and evolutionary psy-
chology. Each evolutionary risk domain was cov-
ered by various diverse activities and subdomains
within this area. The psychometric analyses from
Wilke et al. (2014) resulted in an evolutionary
domain-specific risk scale that assesses risky
behaviors in a total of ten content domains:
between-group competition, within-group com-
petition, status-power, environmental exploration,
food selection, food acquisition, parent-offspring
conflict, kinship, mate attraction, and mate reten-
tion. The authors found that respondents’ degree
of self-reported risk-taking was indeed not con-
sistently risk-seeking or risk-averse across evolu-
tionary content domains and additionally
surveyed life-history variables had domain-
specific effects too. Overall, men were more
risk-seeking than women, but interestingly not in
all domains. Women were more risk prone in the
domains of food selection and kinship. Study
participants that reported not being in stable
long-term relationships had higher risk propensity
in the domains of mate attraction and mate reten-
tion. As supported by other studies, age, repro-
ductive goal setting, parental status, number of
siblings, and birth order all affected reported risk
propensity.

In subsequent research, Jarecki and Wilke (in
press) investigated the cognitive processes with
which such different risk-taking tendencies across
content domains can be reliably produced. Such
work is necessary to close the existing gap
between proximate (mechanistic) and ultimate
(functional) considerations of decision-making
under risk and uncertainty. Specifically, Jarecki
and Wilke (in press) compared three cognitive
process models with regard to how attributes
retrieved from memory could account for the
found domain differences and how specific types
of informational risk cues and their respective
frequencies are associated with peoples’ domain-
specific risk behaviors. Results suggested that
specific types of situational attributes are most
relevant for the found domain differences in risk-
taking propensity.

Conclusion

The evolutionary psychological sciences provide
a rich framework for studying risky behavior as
they highlight what risk domains should be stud-
ied, what influence life-history variables have on
risk propensity, and why youngmen, typically, are
more risk-seeking than women.

Cross-References
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Risky Behavior 3

http://link.springer.com/Domain-Generality
http://link.springer.com/Domain-Specificity
http://link.springer.com/Greater Risk-Taking and Status
http://link.springer.com/Judgment and Decision-Making
http://link.springer.com/Life-History Theory
http://link.springer.com/Life-History Strategies
http://link.springer.com/Men Riskier
http://link.springer.com/More Aggressive
http://link.springer.com/Risk Variation with Parent Age
http://link.springer.com/Selection Favors Riskier Strategies for Men


References

Chisholm, J. S. (1993). Death, hope, and sex: Life-history
theory and the development of reproductive strategies.
Current Anthropology, 34, 1–24.

Hanoch, Y., Johnson, J. G., & Wilke, A. (2006). Domain
specificity in experimental measures and participant
recruitment: An application to risk-taking behavior.
Psychological Science, 17, 300–304.

Hill, E. H., Ross, L. T., & Low, B. S. (1997). The role of
future unpredictability in human risk-taking. Human
Nature, 8, 287–325.

Jarecki, J., & Wilke, A. (in press). Into the black box:
Tracing information about risks related to ten evolu-
tionary domains. Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences.

Kruger, D. J., & Nesse, R. M. (2004). Sexual selection and
the male: Female mortality ratio. Evolutionary Psy-
chology, 2, 66–85.

Mishra, S. (2014). Decision-making under risk: Integrating
perspectives from biology, economics, and psychology.
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 18,
280–307.

Sherman, A., Minich, S. H., Langen, T. A., Skufca, J., &
Wilke, A. (2016). Are college students’ assessment of
threat shaped by the dangers of their childhood envi-
ronment? Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 31,
2006–2025.

Wang, X. T., Kruger, D. J., &Wilke, A. (2009). Life history
variables and risk-taking propensity. Evolution and
Human Behavior, 30, 77–84.

Wilke, A., Hutchinson, J. M. C., Todd, P. M., &
Kruger, D. J. (2006). Is risk taking used as a cue in
mate choice? Evolutionary Psychology, 4, 367–393.

Wilke, A., Sherman, A., Curdt, B., Mondal, S.,
Fitzgerald, C., & Kruger, D. J. (2014). An evolutionary
domain-specific risk scale. Evolutionary Behavioral
Sciences, 8, 123–141.

4 Risky Behavior


	220-1: 
	Risky Behavior
	Synonyms
	Introduction
	Exploring Risky Behavior in a Life-History Framework
	Understanding the Role of Risky Behavior in Mate Attraction
	Measuring Risky Behaviors Within Evolutionary Content Domains

	Conclusion
	Cross-References
	References




