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Benjamin Franklin (1789) once famously remarked that in this world there is nothing certain but death
and taxes. Although we cannot help but navigate a world full of risk and uncertainty, people differ wide-
ly in how they deal with risk. Psychologists and economists have documented a large inter-individual
variability in people’s risk taking, but the determinants of this variability are still largely unknown. Recent
research, however, suggests that biological factors contribute to a person’s appetite or disdain for risk.
To address this, the current project will elicit risk taking using a wide array of behavioral paradigms and
investigates the cognitive, genetic, and hormonal foundations of risk taking. Adopting a multi-disciplinary
approach by linking economic psychology, cognitive and decision science, and cognitive and molecular
neuroscience enables the project to pursue important objectives: First, risk taking should be measured
with a variety of paradigms. Second, the cognitive mechanisms and processes underlying risk taking
should be identified by using cognitive modeling techniques. Third, overt behavior and cognitive pro-
cesses will be related to genetic variations and hormonal states, respectively. Consequently, the project
comprehensively investigates to what extent differences in risk-taking behavior and in associated cog-
nitive processes can be mapped onto differences in biological properties. The project should help in
understanding the bio-psychological foundations of risk taking, thereby contributing to improved treat-
ment of pathological risk taking such as drug addiction or gambling.
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