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Science stories you sho uld not bel ieve
FOR 20 years I was a con sum er-affa i rs
repor ter. Eve ry week someon e came to me
sugg esting sto rie s abou t risk s that "ha d to be
ex pos ed." I eage r ly repor ted the dange rs, illus -
trated with heart-wrenching testim ony from
vi ctims.

The mos t co mpelling sto rie s we re those that
warned of unus u al dange rs, such as Age n t
Orange, kil ler bees or flesh-eating bacter ia.
Bu t did such sto rie s re a l ly giv e an accur ate
pi cture of life’s risk s? Tylen ol poio nings
we re a huge sto ry in 1982 – weeks of hea d-
li nes and bre athle ss news repor ts. Yet the
pois onings kil led only sev en people while
cars kil l mo re than 100 Ame ricans eve ry day.
Mo st car crash e s aren’t "news."

I’m embar rasse d to adm it that it took me
ye ars of repor ting scare s to realize that I was
doing a dis s ervic e. The tur ning poi nt came
when a produ c e r rush ed into my offic e push -
ing a sto ry on cig arette lig hters. "Bi c lig hters
are exp l oding ", he said. "They’v e killed fou r
people." But by then I had compi led a "d e ath
li st," a  morbid docum e n t base d on dat a fr om
gove rnm e n t ag encie s and medical groups.
The lis t prov ides inv a luable perspective.
Once you know that more people are kil led
by mun d a ne things like beds and pla sti c
bags, then it’s harde r to get hys ter ical about,
say, Bic lig hters.

Risk analys t s mea s ure the cos t s of acci-
dents by how much each is likely to sho rten
the ave r age life. So wit h the hel p of phy si-
ci st Ber nard Cohen, I drew up a compari-
son of risk s the media hav e hy ped, along
with more mun d a ne risk s that you may not
hear much about. I fo und that the media
favou rit es – for exa mple, tox ic-waste sit es –
are among the lea st dange rou s.

One big los er in the process of hyping
scares is scie n ce. We in the media often
fin d it effe ctive to take an insig n ific a n t pi ece
of infor mation, or one sens ation a l announ ce-
ment, and run wit h it. The story often get s

pi cke d up by legisla ture s and cou rts.

He re are principles to keep in min d to
av oid bei ng misled by junk scie n ce:

• As sociation is not causation. Scie n ce
au t hor Michael Fum e n t o poin t s ou t that if
we see fat people drinking die t soda, we
sh oul dn’t con clu de that die t soda caus es
obesity. When trying to unde rst and le ss
fa m ili ar phen omena, we are more likely to
se e patt e rns whe re the re are non e. Con sid er
si licon e brea st im p lants. If you know some-
on e who was healthy before receiv ing im-
plants but dev elo ped a crippli ng dis ease
after sur ger y, it’s natur al to associat e thes e
ev ents, but as the Orego n ju dge re cognized,
that does not mean that A cau sed B. About
10 ,000 women wit h brea st im p lants have de-
ve loped conne ctive tis s ue disease, but that’s
no hig her than the rat e among the gen eral
popula t ion.

• Clust e rs often mean not hing. Sim ilar
ev ents, such as people dev elo ping the same
disease in the same place, often happen by
chanc e. You can test this by repeatedly flip-
pi ng a coi n. Are five hea ds in a row big
news? No, just a stre a k. We accep t it wit h
coin s, but panic when it comes to something
li ke canc e r. Some com mun ities have det e c-
ted canc e r clust e rs and att rib u t e d them to,
say, a nearby facto ry or powe r li nes. The
powe r li nes may look menaci ng, hut that
doesn’t make them the caus e of tiny fluctua-
tion s in the rat e of dis ease. We’re all expos ed
to Ear th’s mag netic fiel d, and it’s hun dre ds
of times greater than the ener gy from powe r
li nes.

• Na tur al isn’t necessarily better. We fear
DDT, but malaria l mosqu itoes are worse.
We get que asy at the thoug ht of silicon e in
the body, yet silicon e is chemically ver y
si milar to our own carbon-base d hu man
phys iol ogy. Natur al chemicals in food are
often more tox ic than syn theti c pesticid e s.

• Chem i c a ls that harm anima ls don’t nec-

es sarily harm hum ans. The same chemicals
can affe ct different specie s in ver y different
way. Saccharine was onc e banned becau se
it cau sed canc e r in rat s. We know now that
saccharine cau ses cancer by int e r acting wit h
rat urine in ways that do not apply to hum ans.

• Scie n ce is hig hly poli ticized . Fifteen
ye ars ago, the media use d on e sm all study
of babies bor n of cocaine -addicted mot he rs
to convi nce people that the chil dre n we re han -
dicapped for life. In fact, the re is no proof
that crack babies are fat e d to do worse than
anyone els e, yet the crack bab y scare thriv ed
becaus e dive rse con stituencie s fo und that it
advanc e d thei r id eol ogie s. Liberals pushe d
the sto ry to justify gov ernment progr ams;
cons ervative s us ed it to dem onize cocaine
us ers. Beware of scie n ce that feeds poli tical
ag enda s.

• Some babies are bor n defo rme d purely
by chance. One in five pregnancie s ends in
miscar riage; 1 per cent to 3 per cent of all
babies have an inexp licable bir th defect. It’s
no one’s fau lt yet about 80 per cent of U.S.
obs tet ricia ns hav e been sue d anyway.

People don’t deliberately choos e to make
ment al er rors or rem ain ign orant. Too often,
thou gh, we sei ze the first plau sible-soun d ing
ex pla n ation that appears to cut throug h the
conf usi on of life. Onc e we’v e fo rme d a be-
li ef, we’re incli ned to dismiss con trary evi-
denc e.

We like to say we’re super ior to the people
who bur ned witches centur ies ago. People
we re often kil led for no better rea son than a
neig hbou r ex per iencing cro p fa ilu r e or impo-
tenc e. But we’re stil l pron e to the same basic
ment al er rors that kil led the wit ches: seeing
patt e rns whe re the re are non e, finding cau ses
where the re is only coi nci denc e, and tur ning
scanty evi denc e in t o widesprea d panic.
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