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“The risks that upset people 
are completely different than 

the risks that kill people ”the risks that kill people.

Peter Sandman
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Perception of Risk

Slovic Fischhoff & Lichtenstein 1982
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Slovic, Fischhoff, & Lichtenstein, 1982



Experts vs. PublicExperts vs. Public

Sjöb 2008Sjöberg, 2008



CausesActual 
Risks

Perceived
Risks Causes

• People do not understand the 
psychology of their fears

Ill sion of certaint• Illusion of certainty

• Defensive decision makingDefensive decision making

• Misleading risk communicationg





About 1,500 Americans died on the roads by trying 
t id th i k f fl i ft 9/11to avoid the risk of flying after 9/11

Gigerenzer (2006)



UNKNOWN RISK

DREAD RISKDREAD RISK

Slovic 1987Slovic, 1987



UNKNOWN RISK

Saccharin

DREAD RISK

Pesticides

DREAD RISKSmoking

Car accidents

Aviation

Slovic 1987

Car accidents

Slovic, 1987



Acceptance of Regulation

Slovic 1987Slovic, 1987



Acceptance of Regulation

Dread Comes in WavesDread Comes in Waves

Slovic 1987Slovic, 1987



Swine Flu

Bird Flu

SARS

BSE



Illusion of CertaintyIllusion of Certainty
• “German beef is safe”
• “We can detect every sick cow”

BSE



Blind Trust in TechnologyBlind Trust in Technology

Gigerenzer Gaissmaier Kurz Milcke Schwartz & Woloshin 2007Gigerenzer, Gaissmaier,Kurz-Milcke, Schwartz, & Woloshin, 2007





Even vision creates illusionary certainty!



Swine Flu
Defensive Decision MakingDefensive Decision Making
• €1 Billion for vaccines in Germany
• < 500 deaths in Germany



Even if Uncertainties are communicatedEven if Uncertainties are communicated, 
Things can go utterly wrong







How Statistics create Fear

Official announcement:

How Statistics create Fear

“Contraceptive pills double the risk of venous 
thromboembolism!” (UK Committee on the Safety of Medicines, 1995)



Pill ScarePill Scare

„Pills double
the risk“



How Statistics create Fear

Official announcement:

How Statistics create Fear

“Contraceptive pills double the risk of venous 
thromboembolism!” (UK Committee on the Safety of Medicines, 1995)

Relative RiskRelative Risk

Transparent format:
“Contraceptive pills increase the risk of venous 
thromboembolism from 1 to 2 women out of every 7,000 

Absolute Risk

y ,
women.” 

F di (1999)Furedi (1999)



There is a Demand and an Opportunity toThere is a Demand and an Opportunity to 
communicate Food Risks



Eurobarometer: Top Food ConcernsPesticides

Hygiene

Residues Additives

New Viruses
GMF

Animal elfare

Bacteria

Animal welfare

Pollutants



Foodborne Diseasesoodbo e seases

P i th USAPer year in the USA

• 76 Million illnesses

• 325,000 hospitalizations

• 5 000 deaths5,000 deaths

Mead et al 1999Mead et al., 1999



Safety not so important for Food ChoiceSafety not so important for Food Choice

Eurobarometer 238



Opportunity Gap: Trust vs UsageOpportunity Gap: Trust vs. Usage

Source: EUFICSource: EUFIC



Keep Information simple!

Too much choice & 
information already



Keep Information simple!

Too much choice & 
information already

St f tStress factors

+



Drug Fact Box

Woloshin & Schwartz 2009Woloshin & Schwartz, 2009



The Dream of Risk LiteracyThe Dream of Risk Literacy

• People are often afraid of things that do not threaten p g
them, but sometimes do not fear actual dangers

• Public authorities 
– should act on good evidence about actual risks
– communicate actual risks in a simple and transparent mannercommunicate actual risks in a simple and transparent manner 

to close the gap between actual and perceived risks

Thi i d i d b d f i d i i ki d• This is undermined by defensive decision making and 
spreading illusionary certainty




