
Science! True daughter of Old Time thou art!  Science! True daughter of Old Time thou art!  
Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes.Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes.
Why preyest thou thus upon the poetWhy preyest thou thus upon the poet’’s heart,s heart,
Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?
Hast thou not dragged Diana from her car?Hast thou not dragged Diana from her car?
And driven the Hamadryad from the woodAnd driven the Hamadryad from the wood
To seek shelter in some happier star?To seek shelter in some happier star?
Hast thou not torn the Naiad from her flood,Hast thou not torn the Naiad from her flood,
The Elfin from the green grass, and from meThe Elfin from the green grass, and from me
The summer dream beneath the tamarind tree?The summer dream beneath the tamarind tree?

Edgar Allen PoeEdgar Allen Poe



1:350,000 U.S. fatality probability?1:350,000 U.S. fatality probability?

1.1. Food bournFood bourn
2.2. TrafficTraffic
3.3. SmokingSmoking
4.4. Hospital infectionHospital infection



Social and Political Risk Social and Political Risk 
AmplificationAmplification



Risk: a metaphorRisk: a metaphor



Risk AmplificationRisk Amplification



OutlineOutline

TheoryTheory
HypothesisHypothesis
ResultsResults
ConflictConflict
SummarySummary



Theoretical: what do you see?Theoretical: what do you see?



What do you see?What do you see?



What do you see?What do you see?



What do you see?What do you see?



Risks are socially definedRisks are socially defined

Risks are not objectiveRisks are not objective



What is socially defined risk?What is socially defined risk?

What is it?What is it?
What should I think about it?What should I think about it?
What should I do about it?What should I do about it?



What is socially defined risk?What is socially defined risk?

What is it?What is it?
What should I think about it?What should I think about it?
What should I do about it?What should I do about it?

You decide inYou decide in
your communityyour community

of meaningof meaning



An ExampleAn Example……



Nuclear PowerNuclear Power

No new plants in US No new plants in US 
in > 20 yearsin > 20 years
France v. Germany v. France v. Germany v. 
JapanJapan
Benefits > CostsBenefits > Costs
““RisksRisks”” are loware low



SmokingSmoking

20002000 3000300025002500

PolandPoland
GreeceGreece

HungaryHungary
SwitzerlandSwitzerland

IcelandIceland
HollandHolland

YugoslaviaYugoslavia
SpainSpain

IrelandIreland
GermanyGermany
BelgiumBelgium
BulgariaBulgaria
EnglandEngland
AustriaAustria
FranceFrance
TurkeyTurkey

JapanJapan
USUS

CanadaCanada



What is risk?What is risk?

Risk assessment is derived from more Risk assessment is derived from more 
than scientific than scientific ““knowledgeknowledge””



What is risk?What is risk?

It is the result of psychosocial processesIt is the result of psychosocial processes



Uniformly rationalUniformly rational……

BenefitsBenefits

DangerDanger

NoNo

YesYes Consider Consider 
Caution v. ActionCaution v. Action

Better Safe Better Safe 
than Sorrythan Sorry

Waste not,Waste not,
Want notWant not

Who cares?Who cares?

NoNoYesYes



…using different input criteria to 
define benefits and dangers

BenefitsBenefits

DangerDanger

NoNo

YesYes Consider Consider 
Caution v. ActionCaution v. Action

Better Safe Better Safe 
than Sorrythan Sorry

Waste not,Waste not,
Want notWant not

Who cares?Who cares?

NoNoYesYes



What are the criteria?

Actuarial/Probabilistic: predicts likelihood of Actuarial/Probabilistic: predicts likelihood of 
occurrenceoccurrence



Differing criteria
Actuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrenceActuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrence
Toxicological/Epidemiological: predicts likelihood Toxicological/Epidemiological: predicts likelihood 
of harmof harm



Differing criteria
Actuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrenceActuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrence
Toxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harmToxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harm
Economic: attempts to place a monetary valueEconomic: attempts to place a monetary value



Differing criteria
Actuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrenceActuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrence
Toxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harmToxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harm
Economic: monetary valueEconomic: monetary value
Psychological: perception is realityPsychological: perception is reality



Differing criteria
Actuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrenceActuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrence
Toxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harmToxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harm
Economic: monetary valueEconomic: monetary value
Psychological: perceptionPsychological: perception
Social: what friends and family thinkSocial: what friends and family think



Differing criteria
Actuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrenceActuarial/Probabilistic: likelihood of occurrence
Toxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harmToxicological/Epidemiological: likelihood of harm
Economic: monetary valueEconomic: monetary value
Psychological: perceptionPsychological: perception
Social: friends and familySocial: friends and family
Cultural: different societies see risk differentlyCultural: different societies see risk differently



Hypothesis: social risk Hypothesis: social risk 
perceptions can be perceptions can be 

identified and amplifiedidentified and amplified



Perception of risks Perception of risks (Kasperson and Stallen, 1992)(Kasperson and Stallen, 1992)

UncertaintyUncertainty Scientifically known, Scientifically known, 
certain, and certain, and uncontesteduncontested

Scientifically unknown, Scientifically unknown, 
uncertain, or uncertain, or contestedcontested

GroupedGrouped
InvoluntaryInvoluntary

Scattered, randomScattered, random
VoluntaryVoluntary

Fatalities, injuries, diseaseFatalities, injuries, disease
ExposureExposure

Effects on childrenEffects on children NonNon--specificspecific SpecificSpecific

Effects manifestationEffects manifestation ImmediateImmediate DelayedDelayed

Effects in futureEffects in future NoneNone Possibly manyPossibly many

Trust in institutionsTrust in institutions YesYes NoNo

Media attentionMedia attention Very littleVery little Very muchVery much

FactorFactor

Caused by human actionCaused by human actionCaused by nature or GodCaused by nature or GodOriginOrigin

Equity of risk & benefitsEquity of risk & benefits Equitable distributionEquitable distribution Inequitable distributionInequitable distribution

> Public confidence> Public confidence < Public confidence< Public confidence



Political Amplification DataPolitical Amplification Data
Groups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene WatchGroups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene Watch
Countries: CH, UK, S, F, D, ICountries: CH, UK, S, F, D, I
Methods:Methods:

Elite interviewsElite interviews
Content analysisContent analysis



Perception of risks: resultsPerception of risks: results

UncertaintyUncertainty Scientifically known, Scientifically known, 
certain, and certain, and uncontesteduncontested

Scientifically unknown, Scientifically unknown, 
uncertain, or uncertain, or contestedcontested

GroupedGrouped
InvoluntaryInvoluntary

Scattered, randomScattered, random
VoluntaryVoluntary

Fatalities, injuries, diseaseFatalities, injuries, disease
ExposureExposure

Effects on childrenEffects on children NonNon--specificspecific SpecificSpecific

Effects manifestationEffects manifestation ImmediateImmediate DelayedDelayed

Effects in futureEffects in future NoneNone Possibly manyPossibly many

Trust in institutionsTrust in institutions YesYes NoNo

Media attentionMedia attention Very littleVery little Very muchVery much

FactorFactor

Caused by human actionCaused by human actionCaused by nature or GodCaused by nature or GodOriginOrigin

Equity of risk & benefitsEquity of risk & benefits Equitable distributionEquitable distribution Inequitable distributionInequitable distribution

> Public confidence> Public confidence < Public confidence< Public confidence



Political Amplification DataPolitical Amplification Data
Groups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene WatchGroups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene Watch
Countries: CH, UK, S, F, D, ICountries: CH, UK, S, F, D, I
Methods: interviews and content analysisMethods: interviews and content analysis
Results:Results:

Lack of controlLack of control
Unknown effectsUnknown effects
OriginOrigin



Political Amplification DataPolitical Amplification Data
Groups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene WatchGroups: WWF, Greenpeace, FOE, Gene Watch
Countries: CH, UK, S, F, D, ICountries: CH, UK, S, F, D, I
Methods: interviews and content analysisMethods: interviews and content analysis
Results: control, unknown effects, originResults: control, unknown effects, origin

Precautionary PrinciplePrecautionary Principle



What does this meanWhat does this mean……

for consumers?for consumers?
for the future?for the future?
for ourselves?for ourselves?



First, there are different 
types of conflict about “risk”

Practical: what are the facts?Practical: what are the facts?
Epistemological: what is a fact?Epistemological: what is a fact?
Cosmological: what do the facts mean?Cosmological: what do the facts mean?

Substantive: what is?Substantive: what is?
Normative: what should be?Normative: what should be?



Second, risk amplification works
Relative stability and few oscillationsRelative stability and few oscillations……



Amplification
……can be amplified by identifying underlying can be amplified by identifying underlying 
assessmentassessment
systems & systems & 
valuesvalues……



Amplification
……and thus increase public ambivalence or and thus increase public ambivalence or 
antipathy towards riskantipathy towards risk……



Conclusion
……and support for groups that amplify itand support for groups that amplify it



Subjective riskSubjective risk
Accountable scienceAccountable science
Inexorable scienceInexorable science
NGO speed bumpsNGO speed bumps

Thoughts
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