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MAIN FACTORS
IN RISK PERCEPTION




VOLUNTARINESS

malnly because 0 expected benefits related to that risk.
The affected person IS CC ed that he or she would be able
to stop the risk at any time.™

Schmidt M. Investigating risk perception: a short introduction



VOLUNTARINESS

"the best of all posslge bad choice
‘ﬁpest alternatlv g ansb |ng able t

al rnatives me ent".af the Situa on.
Thé context in \ he 5 situated is domlnafed by
worse risks, and within that frame the selected choice is always
better — relatively better\ - cing the impression of the

absolute risk of the sele oice.
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CONTROLLABILITY

, n or )

ur;wﬂlmg to ente b n% S|tuat|oﬁs because of lack
| Sirct a&s People have the |mpreSS|on

ontrol they can —

at least partially — remedy that evil. Being unable to gain control

of a situation creates a fe of powerlessness and

helplessness: the individual suffers risk!

Perceived control isn’t necessarily real control.

Sociopsychological studies have shown that people tend to

overestimate there capability to control a situation.

The personal risk is perceived as being far lower than the risk

for people in general. This is statistically impossible and reflects
al Ll "“all' tl- Opt|m|Sm Schmidt M. Investigating risk perception: a short introduction
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DELAY EFFECT

' The delay effect characterises a lel

4 /
,;mltlal event and the‘a‘cual |mvp‘a e

| medlat&elyi
apparent Typical exampl€s are smoklng and Iung cancer,
unbalanced fat nutrltlon art disease.
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NATURAL / MANMADE

"~ It makes a great difference in risk p

‘actual damage is mgnmade or |

£
,0,

»gnore accepted thar e for

the risky subject.

e as being incompetent or
hey take responsibility for their

People certify tho SO
careless, and demand that
Incorrect action.
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NATURAL / MANMADE

by not correctly dlsposmg .

fast merely for the sake of
esponS|bIe persons were onIy
careless, but in the wo 1se it was done on purpose.
In both cases negative in ns are certified.

Conversely, it is obviously senseless to certify a negative
Intention to natural risks such as earthquakes or tornadoes.
These risks are much more accepted because they can't be
iImproved by more prudent behaviour (a person’s vulnerability
can be decreased by taking the right measures against a
natural risk). Natural processes are generally better accepted.
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FAMILIARITY AND

HABITUATION

~ “Getting used to it” is a major aspe
We are much more aware of unkr

whereas familiarity mee

Knows about the risk.
New or exotic risks that have nothing to do with the known

world are perceived as more dangerous. Examples include
nuclear power and genetic engineering.



BENEFIT AND

RISK- BENEFIT STRIBUTION

rlsks perceived to be unfairly dIS; i

.:”-"ffor the dlstrlbuw fibenefits and the combinatior
* ‘ ion is when the
P peo e but the related beneﬁt

The least acce
(i.e., least acceptable to those

hqs to be carri
is gained by a
carrying the risk).
It is also rarely accepta he risk to be distributed equally
(everyone carries the risk) but only a minority earns the related
benefit.

Socialising risks and privatising benefits is a recipe for social
conflict.

Accepting or not accepting a certain form of distribution also
depends on different notions of fairness and justice.
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BENEFIT AND

RISK BENEFIT ISTRIBUTION_

”«rlsks perceived to have little or no
%eneflts serve

sar benefits would other\lee be
1t alternatives always involves
d risk-benefit combinations.

Acéeptmg risks is easiertl
lost. Choosing between ¢
choosing between percel
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BENEFIT AND
RISK BENEFIT STRIBUTION

"lre;ated health risks, €
the most risky activitie
heavny underestimate
from point A to pmté

For community benefits: 4& nuclear power plants can
serve as an example. As modern societies are heavily
dependent on a secure energy supply to maintain daily life,
some countries accept the risk of such a nuclear facility due to
the benefit of energy supply.
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THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA

the mternet

If the media ref
aware of it and

If a risk topic a

edia (news), then the risk must
be real because it has into the media.

Risk information can be ning even when it does not
contain a warning. For example a statement by a government
official meant to assure that the water is safe to drink, the air is
safe to breathe, or the food is safe to eat may have the exact
opposite effect. Instead of alleviating concern it may increase
fear, anxiety and avoidance of an activity that previously was
considered to be safe.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS
ATTENUATING OR AMPLIFYING

THE PERCEPTION OF RISK

attenuate risk perception

amplify risk perception

familiar
F iIndividual contro
natura

statistica

clear benefits

fairly distributed

voluntary

information by trusted sources

In the media

! 3 3 3 3 3 3 4

)

exotic

controlled by others

manmade

catastrophic

little or no benefit

unfairly distributed

imposed

Information by untrusted sources
not in the media

Schmidt M. Investigating risk perception: a short introduction // Chapter 3 in “Loss of agro-biodiversity in Vavilov centers, with a special focus on the risks of
genetically modified organisms (GMOs)”: PhD Thesis. — Vienna: University of Vienna, 2004.




THE PSYCHOMETRIC PARADIGM

. :_} )Eltlve maps” o
e factor space
repli ed over the

It IS a well-establlshe mMod

> sessmg quantltatl\g__e
judgements about risk. B
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THE PSYCHOMETRIC PARADIGM

people judge risks. ThIS IS becaus‘_
dgfme risks differe

E_xperts typic
: mortalltles W
factors in thei

|sk such as catastrophic potentlal
equity (i.e., whether tf A eceiving benefits from the
technology bear their s f risks), effects on future
generations, controllability and involuntariness. These differing
conceptions often result in lay people assigning relatively little
weight to risk assessments conducted by technical experts.
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THE PSYCHOMETRIC PARADIGM

~annual fatalities, but they also

- the same blaﬂ 1

~ when experts
data and rely on
Psychometric's ‘
different thematic fielde  as nuclear energy, smoking,
pesticides, tourism, chai VS, volcanoes, skateboards,
asbestos, flooding, home swimming pools or nerve gas
accidents. An expert is a specialist in a specific area.
He or she may be able to grasp a few of topics but by no
means many or even all of them. Hence, the expert is also
forced to rely on intuition and to judge under a bias similar to
that affecting lay people.
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THE PSYCHOMETRIC PARADIGM

o‘nsks are pe
] with

poﬁ?tlal with ineq
and mmediacy w

characteristics — usually:
into two or three factors using

Each factor thus consists of several highly correlated ltems.
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THE PSYCHOMETRIC PARADIGM

fapiors
. dread risk (inelug
_:zi%(;ontrol, catas
énd benefits &
2 ‘urrknown risk

n

, e item observaglllty, expérts
and lay people’s knowl .- about the risk, delay effect of
potential damage (imrr y) and novelty (newold))

3. people affected risk (summarized the items personally
affected, general public affected and future generations
affected).
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
ASPECTS

, ‘ socuallf owledge of ! facts"
 "events" shar oup (i.e. what is dangerous, how to
cope with risk or vironment is being degraded).

Individual aspects of rlsk | lon are influenced by the social
community that the individ /€S in and vice versa.

The cultural setting (or cultural context) is also interrelated to the
iIndividual perception as well as to the social system or social
community.

This social knowledge is essential for the members of this society
to evaluate situations and act in an appropriate manner.
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
ASPECTS

ures g Specm
.rlous groups within a natlpn or

The economic S|tuatio'n of affected can also mquence
their way of dealing with risks.
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