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A heady ana lys is of eve ryd ay risks

T
ODAY we wou ld like to giv e you a sense of the inner wor k-
ings of the col lectiv e mind of The Globe and Mai l edit orial
board. Now, before any joke s ters start crack ing wis e abou t

how nature abh ors a vacuum, let us say that the issue we hav e been
wrestli ng wit h is risk analys is.

How, we won d ere d, do hum ans ment ally process risk when it comes
pack age d in ter ms of the re bei ng a one -in -X chanc e of something
drea dful hap pening? Our musings about cog n ition arose from a
wonde rfully ins tructiv e le tter appearing in the paper last week by
Ja ne Ful ton, a profe sso r of health poli cy and ethics at the Unive rsity
of Ott awa .

Sh e poin ted out that the hue -and -cr y ov er the reduction of firemen
at Cana dian airports was statis ti c a l ly dumb. Pla nes rarely crash and
ev en when they do, the incon sid erate machin es gen erally can’t be re-
li ed on to sma sh themselves up on airport runw ays. So why not put
ou r tax mon ey into something that is more cos t-effective at sav ing
live s , sh e wonde red .

Why not be, you know, ration a l, as oppos ed to: Oh-my-god -did -
you-se e-those -go ry-bloody-picture s-of-50 -pla ne-passeng ers -bur ned -
to -ci nde r-and -ash-in -Pakist an; FOR GOD’S SAKES, CANADA
MUST HIRE MORE FIREMEN.

There was among s t ou r collective min d a gen eral sense that the
airport firemen were alm o st entirely symboli c. God may or may not
be dea d, but hum ans’ fat es are in the 20th centur y contin ually cast
in ter ms of chanc e and risk. Hardly a day goes wit hou t a news
sto ry throw ing up statis ti cs such as a one -in -seve n chanc e of death
being conne cted with cig arette smoking, one -in -100 from moto r ve hi-
cle accid e n t s , on e-in-20,000 from an airplan e cr ash, one -in -100,000
fr om a poi son ous bit e or sting, a one -in -3-millio n chanc e of dying
fr om food pois oning.

No net heles s, it was not cle ar to us how indivi d ual trage dy wa s
transla ted into personal deci sio n by the wet and soft computer we
call the brain. Some of us – wel l, And rew Coyne – maint aine d that
we can deci de thes e things ration a l ly. In the same way that we bud-
ge t ou r fin a n ces, so we can and do arriv e at some kin d of rou gh
mea s ure s of risk. Moreove r, if the re are differenc es amongst indivi d u-
als about the weight of a giv en risk, col lectiv ely a kin d of con sensus
is arriv ed at by the whole. As a socie ty we put a price on dange r.

Othe rs – wel l, Marcus Gee – rela ted the real-world diffic ulties of
ar riv ing at a risk com mon marke t. He des cribed a situation he was
in timately famili ar wit h wherei n a mot he r wa s demonized by the
thou ght of her chil d being ele ctrocuted and a fat her trie d to argue
that inconv enienc e of putting safety plu gs probably out-weighed the
risk. Con sensus had not yet been arriv ed at.

AND finally, stil l an othe r an ony mou s board member – wel l,
St ephen Straus s – argue d that when he thoug ht about dange rs the re
wa s neve r any mat hem ati cs inv olved . One-in -fo ur, one -in -100, one -
in -1,000 were for all int ents and purposes the same. One -in -a-mil-
li on was not an emo tio nally effective way of sayi ng: Don’t wor r y.
The langu age of risk was locat e d de ep in the stomach. If things fel t
scar y we believe d they were dange rou s becaus e numbers don’t speak
the vis c e r al langu age of fear.

Give n that the col lectiv e edit orial mind had conflicted and opposing

notion s of reality – aga in, we war n you, we wil l not lis ten to your
sn ide asi des about how typical the day must have been – we decid ed
to see what is known about com mun i c ating risk s to people. Par t of
the res ult of that inqui ry was the news sto ry that appeare d in the pa-
per on Thu rsday whe rei n He a lth Cana da polls of risk analys is by
Cana dians were repor ted.

(Ag ain, to the wis enhei mers, yes, Glo be edito ria l writ e rs actually
do res earch what they opi ne about and in so doi ng sometimes do
un ear th the unknow n).

There were sev eral str iking things about the sur veys. It is comfo r-
ting that after mil lio ns of news sto rie s , and thousands of studies and
dozens of adver tising campaig ns, that the pub lic at large unde rst ands
how dange rou s cigarette smoking is to their health. It was ranke d as
the No. 1 risk. But that was alm o st the sole con stant. Men/women,
young/ol d, Quebeck ers/the rest of Cana da, the gen eral pub lic and
ex per ts all exhibited str ikingly differ ing judgments when it came to
deter min ing just how risk y so m ething was.

SYSTEMATIC dis agreement was not an aberration of the Cana-
dian sur vey. Num erous studie s in the arcan e academ i c sub-disci-
plin e know n as "risk com mun i c ation" rev eal that – won d er of won -
de rs – the disp u t ation s of the Glo be edito ria l board in fact do in-
de e d mir ror the world. That is to say people eve ryw here take risk
numbers and frame them in boxes for med by their life world vie w s .

If you are an optim ist, you play dow n the scary things in life. If
you are an economic ration a lis t, you play up ration a l risk assessment.
If you feel oppre sse d and powe r les s, all the world’s a ver y scar y place.
What you do, as wel l as who you are, affects your world vie w. In the
He a lth Cana da study, tox icologi sts who worked for indust ry were
mu ch more ske pti c a l of anima l studie s sh owing chemicals were dan-
ge rou s than were scie n tis t s who wor ked in gov ernment or aca deme.

And people who work in dange rou s occup ation s persua de them-
selves that it is the othe r fe llow who is at risk.

If the col lectiv e mind of The Globe and Mai l ha d troub le arriv ing
at a com mon agreement about how it unde rstood risk s , it is becau se
there is no com mon unde rst anding. The exper ts say the one -in -X
numbers are an obj ectiv e face pla stered ove r what is intr insically a
subj ectiv e and poli tical are a of hum an endeavou r. The anonym ous
au t hor of this edito ria l – okay, the aforem e n tio ned Stephen Straus s –
wa n ted to use this con tradiction as a pla tfo rm to pronoun ce on the
im pos sib i lity of ration a lity in pub lic and private life.

The rea son able thing is to rank risk s and to act accordingly. Big,
prev ent able dange rs shoul d re c eiv e the mos t public mon ey and att en-
tion. They shoul d also be the ones that indivi d uals did their utmos t
to avo id. Howeve r, people app are n tly don’t think about risk s
ration a l ly, and in a dem ocr acy, fre e dom often transla tes into a mutual
re spect for the irration a lity of others. Another edit orial board mem -
ber – see the name by the words "Edit or- in-chief" – said that this
soun d ed to him like the newsp aper was not des cribing unrea son, but
embraci ng it. Was the re not a middle pat h?

Therefore, the muddled min d of The Globe and Mai l ha s adopted
a paradox as its edito ria l st anc e. We firmly believe eve ry Cadadia n
sh oul d be more sensible when it comes to measuring the likelihood of
dange rs in his or her life, but we just as firmly believe they won’t be.
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