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Introduction: why unusual 
explanations can be oddly 
informative

Human brains are storytelling machines. In the words 
of the psychologist Jonathan Haidt, “the human mind is a story 
processor, not a logic processor”. Stories help us understand 
and help us remember. Human knowledge has long been passed 
down in the form of stories, and it still is. Go to a conference or 
a dinner party, and it’s the unexpected and amusing stories and 
anecdotes, not dry facts and figures, that you will find easiest to 
recall afterwards. Something about the shape of an unusual story 
makes it lodge in our brains.

All of which suggests that a good way to learn, understand and 
remember more about the way the world works is to focus on the 
collection and consumption of unusual narratives. That is where 
this book comes in. We have done the first – gathering curious 
explanations, facts and figures from The Economist’s output of 
explainers and daily charts, all of which illuminate the world in 
unexpected ways – so that you can do the second, and feast on 
freakishly fascinating facts. 

Did you know, for example, that couples are more likely to 
divorce if their first child is a girl? Or that the idea of daylight saving 
time was mooted by Benjamin Franklin, but only caught on in the 
first world war? Or that a state in Mexico has an all-female traffic-
police unit, because women are less likely to be corrupt than men? 
Or that there are equine equivalents of economy, business and first 
class when transporting racehorses on planes? Or that there are 
fairer ways to run penalty shoot-outs in football, but nobody wants 
to use them because they are too confusing?
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2 Oddly InfOrmatIve

The oddness of such stories makes them entertaining. But it also 
makes them more likely to stick in your head, so you retain them 
– and the insights and understanding they often encapsulate. The 
story of the sports boycott against apartheid South Africa explains 
why some boycotts work, and others don’t, for example. The tales 
of Australia’s mouse plague, and of America’s “Brood X” cicadas, 
cast light on population dynamics and the fight between predator 
and prey. The account of what really doomed electric cars in the 
early 20th century illustrates what must be done to encourage their 
adoption in the 21st. And so on.

Strange though they may be, such explanations can, in short, be 
unusually enlightening – or, to put it another way, oddly informative. 
We hope you will enjoy reading them – and remembering them.

Tom Standage
Deputy Editor, The Economist

July 2022
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Why having daughters rather than sons makes 
divorce more likely
Daughters have long been linked with divorce. Several studies 
conducted in America since the 1980s provide strong evidence that 
a couple’s first-born being a girl increases the likelihood that they 
will subsequently split up. At the time, the researchers involved 
speculated that this was an expression of “son preference”, a 
phenomenon which, in its most extreme form, manifests itself as 
the selective abortion or infanticide of female offspring.

Work published in 2020 in the Economic Journal, however, 
debunks that particular idea. In “Daughters and Divorce”, Jan 
Kabatek of the University of Melbourne and David Ribar of Georgia 
State University, in Atlanta, confirm that having a female first-born 
does indeed increase the risk of that child’s parents divorcing, in 
both America and the Netherlands. But, unlike previous work, 
their study also looked at the effect of the girl’s age. It found that 
“daughter-divorce” risk emerges only in a first-born girl’s teenage 
years. Before they reach the age of 12, daughters are no more linked 
to couples splitting up than sons are. “If fathers were really more 
likely to take off because they preferred sons, surely they wouldn’t 
wait 13 years to do so,” reasons Dr Kabatek. Instead, he argues, the 
fact that the risk is so age-specific requires a different explanation 
– namely, that parents quarrel more over the upbringing of teenage 
daughters than of teenage sons.

Taken over the years, the daughter effect, though real, is small. 
In the Netherlands, for example, by the time their first-born is 18, 
20.12% of couples will have divorced if that child is a son, compared 
with 20.48% if she is a daughter – an increase in probability of 1.8%. 
But in the five years when the first-born is between the ages of 13 
and 18, that increase goes up to 5%. And it peaks, at 9%, when the 
child is 15. In America the figures are roughly double this (but this 
finding is based on a smaller data set and is therefore less certain).

Anyone who has – or has been – a teenager knows how turbulent 
those years can be. Surveys confirm that teenage daughters and 
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6 Oddly InfOrmatIve

fathers, in particular, get on each other’s nerves. They also show 
that parents of teenage daughters argue more about parenting than 
the parents of sons tend to, and that mothers of teenage daughters 
report significantly more disagreements with their partners over 
money, and become more open to the idea of divorce. Previous 
research has also shown that one of the most common things 
parents fight over is how much they should control their teenagers’ 
personal choices, such as how they dress, whom they date and 
where they work.

In light of all this, it is intriguing to note that Dr Kabatek and Dr 
Ribar found one type of couple who seem immune to the daughter 
effect: those in which the father grew up with a sister. Having seen 
things somewhat from a sister’s point of view may, in short, act as a 
sort of social inoculation.
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Changing the clocks is unpopular. Why do it? 
Sometimes the decision to change a country’s time zone can be 
political. Despite its vastness, all of China runs on Beijing time – a 
decision taken by Mao Zedong in 1949 to instil unity. (Pity the poor 
people of Xinjiang province in China’s far west, where sometimes 
the sun does not rise until 10am.) For almost three years, until 
2018, North Korea existed in its own time zone, half an hour behind 
its southern neighbour, in keeping with its hermit tendencies. 
But more often countries fiddle with the time of day for practical 
reasons. Some 70 countries, mostly in the Americas and Europe, 
apply daylight saving time during the summer months. But is it 
necessary?

In the 18th century Benjamin Franklin mooted the idea of 
moving the clocks forward in the summer. But the practice really 
took hold during the first world war. Britain, France and Germany 
calculated that by adding an extra hour’s daylight in the evening, 
a saving could be made on coal. This, in turn, would help the war 
effort. Later, other benefits suggested themselves. It might increase 
consumer spending, as shoppers are encouraged to stay out later 
into the evening. It might even reduce crime. As the ne’er-do-well’s 
adage might go: “the longer the daylight, the less I do wrong.”

For all that, clock-changing is unpopular. In 2019 the European 
Parliament voted to end this long-established practice from 2021 
– though the small matter of a global pandemic, and the refusal 
of the Council of the European Union to endorse the change, have 
led to the idea being put on hold indefinitely. When the EU ran a 
poll among its citizens, it gathered nearly 5m responses. Over 80% 
wanted time-alternating scrapped, and for good reason. Although 
it has not been proven conclusively, many scientists think that 
changing the clocks messes with humans’ circadian rhythms. 
It is, says one, akin to injecting a micro-dose of jet lag. This may 
increase the chances of heart attacks and strokes. It could also be 
that car accidents increase, as drivers used to commuting in the 
daylight, for example, suddenly have to do so in the dark (or vice 
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8 Oddly InfOrmatIve

versa). Productivity may go down too. Perhaps most inconvenient 
for businesses is the fact that countries may change their clocks at 
different times. That means the time difference between London 
and New York, say, which is usually five hours, is instead four hours 
for a few weeks each year, which causes confusion.

With the EU’s abolition of clock-changing in limbo, attention 
has turned to America. Some state legislatures have passed laws 
to stick with summer time all year round, among them California, 
Florida and Washington, but a lack of congressional approval means 
their residents still have to change their clocks. In March 2022 the 
Senate passed a bill to the same effect – the Sunshine Protection 
Act, which must still clear the House of Representatives in order 
to become law. It is the brainchild of Marco Rubio, a senator from 
the “Sunshine State” of Florida. “Pardon the pun,” he said after the 
bill was approved by the Senate, “but this is an idea whose time has 
come.”
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Why Z is for Putin 
In Cyrillic, the letter “Z” is written “З”. But after Vladimir Putin 
launched his invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the Latin form 
proliferated inside Russia. Just days after the invasion, Maria Butina, 
a Russian spy-turned-politician, filmed a video of herself drawing 
a Z on her coat. “Keep it up, brothers,” she declared. “We’re with 
you forever.” The governor of Kemerovo, a coal-mining region in 
Siberia unofficially called “Kuzbass” (“Кузбасс”’ in Cyrillic), decreed 
that its name would henceforth be rendered in a Cyrillic-Latin mix 
as “КуZбасс”. Ivan Kuliak, a Russian gymnast, plastered a Z on his 
uniform when he took the podium beside a Ukrainian competitor 
at the Gymnastics World Cup in Qatar on March 5th, causing 
the International Gymnastics Federation to start disciplinary 
proceedings against him. Why did the letter Z become a symbol of 
support for Vladimir Putin’s war?

As Russian forces assembled along Ukraine’s borders in early 
2022, sharp-eyed observers of open-source intelligence noticed 
curious characters painted on the sides of Russian tanks. Among 
them were the letter V, the letter Z inside a box, and a plain letter 
Z. The mysterious runes generated myriad theories: perhaps Z was 
shorthand for “zapad”, which means “west” in Russian (the direction 
Russian forces would be marching); maybe it indicated the Kremlin’s 
desire to take out Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr Zelensky. Military 
analysts instead reckon that the letters correspond to particular 
parts of the Russian forces involved in the invasion. With more 
than 100 battalion tactical groups of between 600 and 1,000 troops 
from as far away as the Russian Far East involved in the invasion of 
Ukraine, such markings may have helped to distinguish between 
them and their foes on the battlefield.

Once the fighting began, Russia’s state propaganda machine 
turned the Z into the operation’s unofficial logo. Russia’s defence 
ministry suggested that it stands for “za”, the Russian word for 
“for”, as in “for victory”. RT, a Russian propaganda network, began 
hawking T-shirts emblazoned with the letter. Vladimir Solovyov, 
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10 Oddly InfOrmatIve

a noxious state television host, plastered it on his laptop. Pro-war 
graffiti spotted in Ekaterinburg, a mid-sized city on the edge of 
Siberia, featured the letter prominently. Nationalist activists in 
Moscow organised a caravan of cars with Zs painted on them 
to circle the city. A children’s hospice in Kazan, a city in western 
Russia, lined patients up in a Z formation for a photograph. 
Expressing his support for Mr Putin, the director of the charity that 
runs the hospice, Vladimir Vavilov, told a local news agency that 
the “fascist” force in Ukraine, as Mr Putin has labelled the country’s 
democratically elected leadership, “can only be stopped with force, 
there is no other way, no mercy!”

The Z’s adoption several days into the operation suggests that 
the planning for Russia’s information war may have been just as 
haphazard as the shooting war plans appear to have been. There is 
a particular irony to making a Latin letter the symbol of a war that 
Mr Putin has justified in part by spurious claims that the Russian 
language was under threat in Ukraine. The Z had never been 
associated with Mr Putin’s regime before, and has none of the long-
cultivated symbolism of other notorious icons, such as the Nazi 
swastika, to which Ukraine’s defence minister has compared it. Yet 
the Z has already become a chilling shorthand. Opposition figures 
and others who have spoken out against the war inside Russia have 
found the letter scrawled on their apartments; agents from Russia’s 
security services left a Z inside the office of Memorial, a storied 
human-rights group, after a raid of its premises. Russian officials 
have adopted it to demonstrate allegiance to their leader. Now, 
more than anything, Z is for Putin.
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Which is the most recognisable country on 
Google Street View? 
Dedicated fans of Google Street View, which lets users explore cities 
and towns around the world by clicking their way around inside 
panoramic street-level imagery, have come up with dozens of 
applications for the tool, from house-hunting to holiday planning 
to experimental art. The most entertaining use of the service may be 
“Geoguessr”, a game created in 2013 by Anton Wallén, a Swedish IT 
consultant. The premise of Geoguessr is simple: players are dropped 
at random places in Google Street View, without any information 
about their location. They are then scored based on how well they 
guess where they are, using clues (such as road signs) they can find 
in the vicinity.

Geoguessr is a fun way to kill time. But it also offers a 
clever way to determine which parts of the world are the most 
recognisable, and who can recognise them best. With this in 
mind, The Economist obtained some 1.2m guesses from the online 
geography quiz, submitted by 223,942 people in 192 countries 
and territories between January and August 2020. We then used 
this dataset to compile a “recognisability index” for each country, 
defined as the share of players who guessed correctly where they 
were dropped minus the share who guessed incorrectly. (We 
excluded games in which a player was dropped into his or her 
own country, and countries that appeared in the dataset fewer 
than 20,000 times.)

According to our analysis, Japan is by far the most recognisable 
country. Geoguessr players dropped there correctly guessed their 
location 64% of the time, whereas those dropped elsewhere 
incorrectly guessed Japan just 9% of the time. In second place is 
America, which players guessed correctly 79% of the time and 
incorrectly 40% of the time. Russia ranks third, followed by Italy, 
Brazil and Britain (see chart overleaf). As for which countries were 
most often confused for one another, 18% of players who reckoned 
they had been dropped in America were actually in Australia. Spain 
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12 Oddly InfOrmatIve

and Mexico were also frequently mixed up. Not all the guesses 
made sense: at least one person mistook Luxembourg for Mongolia.

Germany and Switzerland are home to the best Geoguessr 
players, followed by France, Belgium and the Netherlands. At 
the bottom of our list is Turkey, followed by Russia and America, 
where players correctly guessed their location just 45% of the time. 
Geoguessr scores do, however, depend on how close the guesser is 
in kilometres to the right location. If borders are involved, some 
guessers might score highly even when they plump for the wrong 
country. So picking Vancouver would give a greater score than New 
York, if the dropped location was Seattle. Curiously, players in 
Norway, Sweden and Colombia are better at identifying the country 
where they are dropped than the precise location. In America, the 
skills are reversed. Americans score about as well as Brits in figuring 
out their approximate location but are abysmal at picking the right 
country.

Such results should be taken with a big pinch of salt. Not all 
countries are included in Google Street View. Of those that are, many 
have incomplete coverage. Most streets in Germany, for example, 

If you could be anywhere
Player’s guess vs Google Street View location in Geoguessr video game
Jan–Oct 2020, top 16 countries
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are missing from Google Maps because of privacy concerns; China 
is also missing, with the exceptions of Macau and Hong Kong. With 
those caveats, it must still be pleasing to be the country with the 
landscapes and cityscapes considered most distinctive. Japan’s 
tourism industry is unlikely to complain.
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Why do countries move their capital cities? 
In 2019 the president of Indonesia, Joko Widodo, unveiled a surprise 
plan to move the country’s capital. In January 2022 he announced 
that the new capital would be called Nusantara (“archipelago” in 
Javanese). The new city, estimated to cost $32bn, will sit on 180,000 
hectares of what is now jungle on the island of Borneo. Egypt too 
has ambitions to build a grand new capital. In December 2021 the 
government held its first cabinet meeting in the as-yet-unnamed 
new administrative capital, a city being built some 49km east of 
Cairo. Why do countries change their capital cities?

Historically, rulers have used new capitals to unite different 
areas. Legend holds that King Menes merged upper and lower 
Egypt into one kingdom in 3150BC, and placed Memphis at its 
centre. President George Washington handpicked the location 
of Washington, DC in 1790 as a bridge between the northern and 
southern states – though it was a bastion of the Union during the 
civil war. And Australia chose Canberra as its capital at the start of 
the 20th century in part because it was roughly equidistant from 
both Melbourne and Sydney.

Moving the capital does not guarantee unity, however. In 1991 
Nigeria moved its capital from Lagos, on the south coast, to Abuja, 
in the middle of the country. Lagos was historically dominated by 
the Christian Yoruba, and Abuja was supposed to be a buffer zone 
between the Christian south and the Muslim north. But the Hausa, 
the largest Islamic tribe, has benefited most from the move to Abuja. 
That many of the public buildings in Abuja employ Islamic imagery 
further rankles Christians. And the indigenous Gwari people, driven 
off their land to make way for the city, still protest.

Not all moves are well intentioned. Sometimes leaders want 
to build a stronghold far from their unhappy subjects. Myanmar’s 
capital, Naypyidaw, is a military vanity project, built in 2004 to 
secure the junta’s seat of power. In 2017 President Teodoro Obiang 
of Equatorial Guinea, Africa’s longest-serving dictator, moved the 
capital from Malabo to Oyala. Having come to power by way of a 

Oddly Informative.indd   14 18/07/2022   11:14



 Oddly informative: matters of fact that amaze and delight 15

coup, the president was keen to house himself in a secure place, 
away from rebels, critics and activists.

Indonesia’s president claims to have more noble aims. He 
promises a zero-emissions paradise and says the move will 
redistribute wealth, which is heavily concentrated in Western 
urban areas. Critics counter that much of the land the government 
is buying up is already owned by wealthy individuals and 
companies, including mining and logging operations. Brazil tried 
to do something similar with Brasilia, which replaced Rio de Janeiro 
as its capital in 1960. The new city was supposed to create an 
egalitarian society without informal workers or lawless favelas, and 
to bring some of the wealth of the south-east to the country’s poor 
interior. Instead, the demographics of the city grew to mirror the 
rest of Brazil. Today it is one of the most unequal cities in the world.

The most compelling reason to move is also the most prosaic: 
there are often limits to the growth of cities. Jakarta is traffic-
clogged, overcrowded and flood-prone. It is also one of the fastest-
sinking cities in the world. Moving the capital, and with it the 
government, civil service and possibly big employers, should 
alleviate some pressure. But establishing a new capital takes time. 
After its founding in 1790, Washington, DC was for a long time 
mocked as a city plan without a city. Even today, it continues to have 
plenty of detractors.
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Why are women less likely to be corrupt than 
men? 
Transparency International, a non-profit group, released its annual 
report on corruption around the world in January 2022. Measured by 
its average index, corruption has not improved for a decade. In many 
poor countries it is getting worse. The authors’ recommendations 
include strengthening anti-corruption agencies, cracking down on 
financial crime and making public spending more transparent. But 
some countries have tried a different method: hiring more women. 
In 2011, for example, a state in Mexico created an all-female traffic-
police unit with the aim of stamping out corruption. The number 
of complaints against traffic police dropped precipitously. In Peru, 
which took a similar approach in the late 1990s, surveys show that 
female traffic officers are considered to be stricter and harder to 
bribe. Are women really less corrupt than men?

The idea gained credence after researchers from the World 
Bank published a study in 2001 that looked at 100 countries. It 
found that in those with a greater proportion of female legislators, 
officials were less likely to demand bribes. More recent research 
by a group of academics, including Francesco Decarolis of Bocconi 
University in Milan, came to a similar conclusion. It found that 
in China between 1979 and 2014, senior female bureaucrats were 
81% less likely to have been arrested for corruption than their male 
colleagues. And in Italy between 2000 and 2016, female officials 
were 22% less likely than male ones to have been investigated for 
corruption.

The authors stopped short of proposing a reason for the gap. But 
other academics, such as Elin Bjarnegard, of Uppsala University in 
Sweden, have offered possible explanations. One is that female 
officials tend to have fewer opportunities to take bribes or wield 
connections improperly. Corruption thrives within “old boys’ 
clubs”. It may be that such groups, typically dominated by men, tend 
to trust and induct people who look like them, keeping women out. 
Such networks also want to enlist people who have access to money 
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and other resources – again, more likely to be men – which can be 
used for things such as vote-buying. Evidence from Argentina found 
that female legislators were less likely than male ones to be part of 
the large political parties that are most associated with corruption. 
And in Mexico many women in politics start their careers in NGOs, 
rather than by working their way up within a corrupt network, so 
they are less likely to be involved in graft.

Another plausible explanation is that female politicians avoid 
corruption because they are more severely punished for it. Many 
voters expect women to conform to the stereotype that they are 
more honest and compassionate than men. Women who do not 
match this stereotype pay heavily for it. Such was the case in Malawi 
in 2014, according to research published in the journal Women’s 
Studies International Forum. Using survey data and focus groups, 
the study found that Joyce Banda, Malawi’s president at the time, 
may have paid a higher price in the polls for a corruption scandal 
than her male predecessors did for similar transgressions. Higher 
expectations of propriety may lead women to be more risk-averse 
than men on average.

These explanations are grounded in the reality that women have 
less power than men. So any corruption gender gap could fade in 
countries where the sexes become more equal. This has already 
been found to be the case for the gender gap in general crime. On 
average, women still commit fewer offences than men. But women 
have become more criminal over the past 50 years. That is in part 
because technological and social progress have allowed them 
more time to work outside the home (both legally and illegally). 
Something similar could happen with corruption. As the ranks of 
female officials grow and they find themselves on an equal footing 
with men, stereotypes and gender-based scrutiny may weaken. 
Who knows: women may even start establishing “old girls’ clubs”.
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Why do authoritarian regimes like to buy 
English football clubs? 
Newcastle United holds a tragi-comic place in the minds of English 
football fans. The club can seemingly make a mess out of any 
situation. Despite a large and passionate supporter base, it has not 
won the top division in nearly a century. The last time it came close, 
in 1996, it blew a 12-point lead and its manager, Kevin Keegan, had 
a public meltdown after some gentle taunting by Alex Ferguson, 
his rival at Manchester United. Despite the club’s hapless history, 
in October 2021 a consortium backed by Saudi Arabia’s sovereign-
wealth fund, which is chaired by Muhammad bin Salman, the 
kingdom’s crown prince, announced it had bought Newcastle 
United for £305m ($415m). Newcastle thus joined Chelsea and 
Manchester City as another Premier League team with owners 
linked to an autocratic government. Why are authoritarian regimes 
so keen on English football clubs?

One reason is to project soft power. In her book Putin’s People, 
Catherine Belton claims that Russia’s president directed Roman 
Abramovich, an oligarch who had become rich under his patronage, 
to buy Chelsea, a moderately successful west London team. (Mr 
Abramovich denies this, and sold the club after Russia invaded 
Ukraine in February 2022.) The Kremlin, says Ms Belton, had 
decided that the way to gain acceptance in British society was via 
the country’s greatest love: football. “From the start the acquisition 
had been aimed at building a beach-head for Russian influence in 
the UK,” she writes. Owning a high-profile European club also gives 
regimes more clout within FIFA, the global game’s governing body. 
That may have proved useful when Russia bid successfully for the 
2018 World Cup. The same goes for Qatar, which in 2011 bought Paris 
St Germain, France’s highest-profile side, and subsequently won 
the right to host the 2022 World Cup – despite many people arguing 
that a tiny, desert state with a questionable human-rights record 
was an unsuitable host of the event. Hosting major sporting events 
is another way for authoritarian countries to project soft power and 
change how they are perceived abroad.
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Human-rights group Amnesty International called the Newcastle 
deal “a clear attempt by the Saudi authorities to sportswash their 
appalling human-rights record with the glamour of top-flight 
football”. The NGO cited the country’s penchant for locking up and 
harassing critics, its repression of women and the  brutal state-
backed murder in 2018 of Jamal Khashoggi, a journalist. But there is 
also a business case that can be advanced. England is home to the 
most watched and richest domestic football league in the world. 
The Premier League’s latest deal with broadcasters – clubs’ biggest 
source of revenue – is worth an estimated £3.2bn ($4.4bn) a season, 
nearly double the €2.1bn ($2.4bn) that Spain’s top league brings in. 
Add in gate receipts, replica-kit sales and the like, and a football 
team can be a lucrative venture. In 2008 Sheikh Mansour, a member 
of Abu Dhabi’s royal family, is believed to have paid around £150m 
for Manchester City. The £2bn-plus he is estimated to have since 
spent on world-class players, coaches and facilities has brought the 
club five Premier League trophies. In 2019 he sold a smallish stake 
to a private-equity fund, which valued the whole club at £3.7bn.

With Newcastle added to the growing list of super-wealthy 
English clubs, buying success will become harder. Clubs are 
also now somewhat limited by “financial fair play” rules which 
mean that, in general, they may not spend much more than they 
earn (although some wealthy owners have found inventive ways 
around this). The Premier League also bars states from being 
overly influential within its football clubs. It was this concern 
that stymied the Saudis’ previous bid for Newcastle, in 2020. But 
the following year the league’s concerns were assuaged by “legally 
binding” assurances that the kingdom would not interfere in the 
running of the club. When assessing such takeovers, however, ask 
not what the country can do for the club, but what the club can do 
for the country.
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What is the relationship between religiosity and 
belief in conspiracy theories? 
Americans who believe in the conspiracy theories collectively 
packaged as “QAnon” gained international notoriety after a large 
group of them were involved in storming the US Capitol building 
on January 6th 2021. But the precise cause of the movement’s appeal 
has yet to be pinned down. One theory is that Americans who have 
no religious affiliation find themselves attracted to other causes 
instead, such as the QAnon cult. A competing theory, posited by 
Ben Sasse, a Republican senator from Nebraska, is that modern 
strains of Christian evangelicalism that “run on dopey apocalypse-
mongering” do not entirely satisfy all worshippers – so they go on 
to find community and salvation in other groups, such as QAnon. 
So is religiosity associated with a lesser or greater propensity to 
believe in conspiracy theories?

Using The Economist’s polling with online pollster YouGov, it 
is possible to test both theories. From July 10th to July 13th 2021, 
YouGov asked Americans about their racial and religious affiliations, 
whether they thought of QAnon favourably or unfavourably, and 
whether they believed in a variety of other popular conspiracy 
theories. Those theories included old standbys, such as whether 
the Moon landing in 1969 was faked.

According to YouGov’s polling, which we combined with a survey 
from March 2021 to obtain a larger sample size, Americans who 
attend church the least are also the least likely to have a favourable 
view of QAnon. Among those who say they “never” go to church, 
just 9% of those who have heard of the QAnon conspiracy view it 
favourably. Fully 92% of these respondents view it unfavourably 
– a net favourability of minus 83 percentage points. But the net 
favourability rating among people who attend church the most – 
once a month or more – is minus 52 points. 

We ran a statistical model to control for potential links between 
attitudes towards QAnon and other demographic factors such as 
race, age, gender, education, party affiliation and vote choice in 
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2020. Our model confirmed that the relationship between church 
attendance and QAnon was not a statistical fluke: adults who 
attended church at least once a month were still eight percentage 
points more likely to rate QAnon favourably. White evangelicals, the 
most religiously devout group among those surveyed by YouGov, are 
particularly susceptible to supporting QAnon and believing other 
conspiracy theories. They also tend to attend church frequently. 
According to YouGov, 22% of evangelicals who know about QAnon 
view it favourably, compared with 11% among the rest of the adult 
population. At the other end of the spectrum, 24% of evangelicals 
rate QAnon as “very unfavourable”, compared with 58% among 
other people.

Preaching to the choir
United States, attitudes towards QAnon and other conspiracies, July 10th–13th 2021

Source: YouGov/The Economist
*Among people who said they had heard of QAnon, excluding “don’t know”

   †Includes data from March 6th–9th 2021
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It is not clear, however, whether those who have a favourable 
opinion of QAnon do so because they enjoy membership of a 
like-minded social group, as Mr Sasse and others claim, or merely 
because they are more susceptible to conspiratorial thinking. For 
example, 31% of white evangelicals also believe the false theory, 
popular on social media, that the American government used 
covid-19 vaccination as an opportunity to insert microchips into 
Americans – compared with 18% among everyone else. About 30% 
of white evangelicals believe that vaccines cause autism, which is 
double the percentage among the rest of the adult population.

Belief in such theories is also linked to a person’s political 
views. White evangelicals are 34 percentage points more likely 
than other Americans to believe that “millions of illegal votes” 
were cast in the 2020 election. These adults also tend to be more 
conservative, and vote for Republican politicians more often, than 
non-whites and members of other religious groups. Evangelicals 
are influenced by the official party line on issues of the day – even 
if they are conspiratorial. And adoption of one wild theory, perhaps 
made more persuasive by a politician’s avowals, tends to lead to 
the adoption of others. Beliefs are bolstered if held by members of 
friendship groups. YouGov’s polling suggests that conspiratorial 
thinking is not associated with a dearth of religious fervour. On the 
contrary, more devout Christians tend to be more credulous when 
it comes to conspiracies.
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Why can’t NASA’s female astronauts fly as much 
as men? 
Like Earth, space has struggled with equality. When Wally Funk 
finally made the journey into space aboard Jeff Bezos’s New Shepard 
rocket ship in July 2021, it was a milestone for female astronauts. 
As a young aviator Ms Funk had excelled in her tests as part of the 
Women in Space programme. But despite the competence of the 
programme’s participants, the scheme was cancelled in 1961. Ms 
Funk’s voyage, at the age of 82, was the first time that any of the 
Mercury 13, as she and her colleagues became known, made it into 
space. She became the 67th woman to do so. But female astronauts 
are far outnumbered by men, and besides a legacy of sexism they 
face some unique problems. For instance, America’s space agency, 
NASA, has rules that do not allow female astronauts to fly as much 
as their male counterparts. Where did this rule come from?

Earth’s atmosphere is constantly being bombarded with charged 
particles, mainly from the Sun and galactic cosmic rays (heavy, 
high-energy ions stripped of their electrons and travelling close 
to the speed of light). Fortunately, Earth has a magnetic field that 
stretches to about 65,000km above its surface on the side facing 
the Sun, and much farther than that on the other side. This acts 
as a shield against the harmful rays. But beyond it astronauts are 
exposed to high levels of ionising radiation. This raises the risk of 
cancer, cardiovascular disease and cognitive impairment caused by 
damage to the nervous system.

Studying the effect of space radiation is hard. NASA has largely 
based its models on a study that periodically tracks survivors of 
the atomic bombs dropped on Japan during the second world war. 
This research found women to be at a higher risk of developing 
cancer than men when exposed to radiation, partly because they 
live longer, but also because they are more likely to suffer certain 
cancers, such as those of the breast and thyroid. To limit these 
dangers NASA imposes a career limit for radiation exposure, which 
is supposed to keep the chance of developing radiation-induced 
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fatal cancer to 3% above that of non-astronauts. This means a 
30-year-old woman would be limited to exposure equivalent to 180 
millisieverts (mSv), whereas the limit for a 55-year-old man would 
be 400mSv. (On Earth, the average American is exposed to about 
3mSv a year.) Astronauts taking a 180-day trip to the International 
Space Station face exposure of 50–120mSv. Peggy Whitson, a former 
chief of NASA’s astronaut corps, has said that this ceiling means a 
female astronaut can fly only 45–50% of the number of missions 
that a male astronaut can.

NASA wants to replace this system with a standard career 
limit of 600mSv for all its astronauts, which would bring it into 
line with most other major space agencies. Raising the career 
limit for women, while reducing it for men, would give women 
a better chance of being selected for missions. But some men, 
particularly older astronauts, would lose out, particularly when 
it comes to decisions about who can go to the Moon, which is 
almost 400,000km away from Earth. The new rules could also 
pose problems as humans set their sights on Mars, which even at 
its closest to Earth is around 55 million km away. The researchers 
predict that a trip to the red planet would exceed the new radiation 
limit by 150%. They recommend individual risk assessments for 
each pilot based on their age and sex, and waivers for trips which 
would exceed the limits. Radiation risk should not have been an 
issue for Ms Funk, however. New Shepard made a suborbital flight 
to an altitude of 106km. That is beyond the Kármán line, which for 
many people defines the boundary of space, but is still safely inside 
Earth’s magnetic field.
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Why did Australia suffer from a plague of mice? 
Australians share their country with some of the most fearsome 
predators on Earth, including the funnel-web spider, the inland 
taipan snake and the saltwater crocodile. But during 2021 it was a 
different beastie that caused havoc: the tiny house mouse. Their 
numbers exploded, resulting in one of the worst plagues of mice 
in decades, with the rodents particularly numerous in the south-
east of the country. They ravaged crops, infested houses and even 
bit people in their beds. What caused Australia to be overrun with 
mice?

The blame could be laid at the feet of the British. Two centuries 
ago Australia was one of the last continental landmasses to be free 
of Mus musculus, the house mouse. When in 1788 the first fleet of 
British ships arrived in New South Wales to found a penal colony, 
both convicts and rodents were on board. The mice quickly spread, 
causing a headache for farmers trying to cultivate the land. Over 
the past century, outbreaks of mice have been occurring more 
frequently, hitting grain-growing regions of southern and eastern 
Australia hard. One of the worst recorded plagues caused A$64.5m 
($43m) worth of damage in 1993, equivalent to A$84m today.

The weather was to blame for the latest outbreak. Studies show a 
tendency for plagues of mice to follow prolonged or severe droughts. 
One possible explanation is that once conditions improve, the short 
reproduction cycle of mice means their numbers can rebound 
much more quickly than those of their predators. After two years 
of drought and devastating bushfires from 2017 to 2019, heavy rains 
allowed grain growers to plant the largest area of winter crop ever 
recorded, with farmers sowing more than 23m hectares of land. The 
bumper harvest in 2020 created ideal conditions for a mass mouse-
breeding season.

The result was one of the costliest plagues the country has 
ever seen, causing at least A$500m in damage to crops and grain 
stores. New South Wales sought the federal government’s approval 
to use bromadiolone, a poison that is normally banned. Laced over 
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large tracts of land by drone or tractor, it can wipe out the mice en 
masse. But critics argued that the poison could find its way into 
the food chain and harm other animals too, and regulators refused 
to approve its use. A combination of pesticides, heavy rain and 
flooding seemed to have subdued the plague by the end of 2021. 
But numbers did not collapse completely, and there were worrying 
signs in May 2022 that another outbreak was about to begin.
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