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Experiment 1
Using a within-participant design, we first 
replicated the work of Hsee & Ruan (2016) 
demonstrating that young adults will knowingly 
and voluntarily expose themselves to aversive 
stimuli just to satisfy their curiosity.

Methods
We assessed curiosity using a computer task in 
which participants had the option to experience
(or not experience) a mysterious negative stimulus.

On each trial, participants either saw a label 
(e.g., snake) or a “?”. Participants were informed 
that all stimuli would be unpleasant, and could 
choose to view or skip each item.

The critical measure was whether participants 
opted to view the mysterious item (behind the ?) 
more often than they viewed the labeled item.

We replicated the study with audio as well as visual 
stimuli.

Experiment 1 Results

For both images and sounds, participants chose to 
experience the mysterious items significantly more 
often than the labeled ones, thus confirming young 
adults’ morbid curiosity.

Experiment 2
In E2, we assessed whether morbid curiosity could 
be reduced when young adults were given positive 
alternative choices. Here, we evaluated curiosity 
about aversive stimuli when participants chose 
between a mysterious aversive item or a labeled 
positive item on each trial.

Participants were informed that the item behind 
the ? would always be negative, and the labeled item 
would always be positive.

When given a choice between a mysterious negative 
item and a known positive item, young adults were 
no longer morbidly curious. They chose the known
positive item significantly more often.

Experiment 3
In E2, the mysterious item was always negative. In 
life, however, choosing the unknown can lead to 
unpleasant experiences (e.g., trying a new but 
disappointing menu item) or positive ones (e.g., a 
new favorite meal). So in E3, participants chose 
between known positive item and a mysterious 
item that could be negative or positive.

Participants were informed that the labeled item 
would always be positive, and the mysterious item 
would be negative on half the trials and positive on 
the other half. 

Young adults were again curious and chose the 
mysterious item more often than the labeled item, 
despite the knowledge that the mysterious item 
would be aversive 50% of the time.

Conclusions
Young adults’ morbid curiosity depends on the 
context. When offered no alternatives, young are 
curious about aversive stimuli. When offered a 
known positive alternative, their morbid curiosity 
diminishes, at least when mysterious items are 
consistently aversive. However, if there is a chance 
the mysterious item is pleasant, young adults will 
risk exposure to an unpleasant stimulus.

Overview
Curiosity is the drive to know 
the unknown. This drive can 
motivate new discoveries, 
improve memory, and
possibly increase longevity. 
But curiosity about aversive 
or unpleasant stimuli (morbid curiosity) can lead to 
unfortunate outcomes and/or regret. We examined 
morbid curiosity in young adults and found that 
they show strong morbid curiosity about 
mysterious aversive stimuli. However, this morbid 
curiosity can be tempered, depending on the 
context and the choices available. 
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