
Un ive rsity of Wat e r loo STAT 332 – W. H. Che rry

#2.159

Figure 2.1 9d. SURVEY SAMPLING: Illustr ative Newspaper Articles 4

EM9512: The Globe and Mail, Apr il 13, 1995, page s A1, A14

Risk-free wor ld wit hin reach, Can adians say
______________________________

Experts at pains to exp lain optim ism fou nd by sur vey, whi c h also show s what things
people see as scary

BY STEPHEN STRAUSS
Science Reporter

Mo re than 60 per cent of Cana dians pol led
in a Health Cana da survey believe that "a
risk-fre e envi ron ment is an att ain able goa l in
Cana da."

Howeve r, in a complem e n tar y survey of
150 Cana dian toxi col ogis t s , only 19 per cent
of thes e pois on ex per ts share d thei r fe llow
citizens’ optim ism about a risk-fre e fu ture
wo r ld.

Re sul ts and comparisons of the two sur-
ve ys wil l be pub lis hed in three scie n tific pa-
pers to appear this year in the Jo urnal of
Risk Analysi s and Uncer tai nty and in the
jour nal Risk Analysi s.

In addit ion to their optim ism about hum ans’
ability to cast health risk s ou t of their liv es,
the 1992 sur vey of 1,506 Cana dians produ c e d
a ple tho r a of other dat a abou t how we feel
abou t scar y things.

Fo r ex ample, wit h the exc eptio n of heart
pacema kers, women ranke d ev ery one of
38 potentia l area s of dange r as risk ier than
men. In many are as the differenc es we re
dramati c. Wo m e n surpasse d men by 23 per-
cent age poi nts (64 to 41 per cent) in thinking
sunbat hing is hig hly risk y.

There was a differenc e of more than 15
perc ent age poi nts bet ween men and women
in their perceptio n of high risk in are as as
dive rse as crim e and viole n ce, AIDS, moto r-
ve hicle accid e n t s , st res s, ozone deple tio n, mal-
nu t rit ion, nucle ar powe r plants, drinking alc o-
hol, chemical pol lutio n and waste incin erato rs.

The sur vey, whi c h is statis ti c a l ly sig n ific a n t,
sh ows in a les s surprising vei n that the olde r
Cana dians get – 55 and up – the more dan -
ge rou s to their health they perceiv e the world
to be. In par ticular they think street drugs,
cr ime and viole n ce, bre ast implants, alco h ol
and pregnanc y, sun tanning, asbestos, vid eo
display ter min a ls , drinking alc ohol and cig a-
rette smoking are much risk ier than do peo -
ple unde r 30.

Yo ung people out-fear their elde rs only when
it comes to heart pacem ake rs, pesticid e s and
variou s fo rms of chemical pol lutio n.

People als o ex h ibited marke d differenc es
in evaluating threats to them and their fami-
li es, compare d with thre ats to the Canadian
public as a whole. Nucle ar powe r and nu-
cle ar waste rank at the top of perceiv ed per-
sonal health risk s ev en when respondents

live in Britis h Colu mbia or the Prair ies whe re
nary a nucle ar gen erato r ex ists.

There was als o on e regio nal differenc e.
Quebec inhabitants find the world sig n ifi-
cantly risk ier in many cat egor ies, inclu ding
st reet drugs, AIDS and nucle ar wastes, than
do people in the rest of Cana da.

The sur vey als o sh ows how lit tle Cana di-
ans are wil ling to inc rea s e thei r health risk s
in order to improve the economy. About 70
per cent of those surveyed dis agreed strong-
ly or somewhat wit h any sugge s tion that
they shoul d accep t so m e risk s to health to
st rengt hen the economy.

One of the mos t st riking aspects of the
studie s wa s the differenc e between the risk
ex per ts and the lay pub lic. While the toxi-
cologi sts’ study was not as statis ti c a l ly rob ust
as the gen eral sur vey, attitude differenc es
le aped out.

Ne arly 90 per cent of the scie n tis t s beli eve
that natur al chemicals cou ld be just as harm-
ful as manufacture d on es. Alm o st two -thir ds

of the men and women on the stre et beli eve
the opposit e.

Mo re than 70 per cent of the toxi col ogis t s
beli eve that fruit s and vege table s cont ain na-
tural, canc e r-cau sing sub stanc es. Alm o st an
ex act number of Cana dians at large disbe -
li eve it.

The ranking of dange rs als o varies sig n i-
fic a n tly. Cig arette smoking is at the top of
both lis t s and recog n ized as a hig h dange r
by clo se to 60 per cent of bot h gr oups.
Howeve r, the pub lic at large believe s ozone
depletio n is the nex t bigg est risk to them,
ranking nearly as hig h as smoking. But a-
mong the exper ts, diminish ed ozone is only
the 10th mos t risk y thing, and only about 20
per cent think it is hig hly dange rou s.

With the exc eptio n of cig arettes and moto r-
ve hicle accid e n t s , Cana dians at large find the
wo r ld a risk ier place than do the exper ts. In
addition to ozone, differenc es of more than
25 per cent show up in risk evaluation s of
chemical pol lutio n, street drugs, nucle ar was -
tes, food addit ive s , pesticid e s in food, bre ast
im p lants, AIDS, stres s, PCBs and diox in.

In an are a of sig n ific a n t ag reement, more
than 60 per cent of the exper ts, like about
70 per cent of the pub lic, ref use to accep t
health risk s to stre ngt hen the env ironm e n t.

There are a number of exp lanation s fo r the
wide differenc es between men and women
and bet ween risk exper ts and amat eurs, said
Paul Slovi c, a psychology profe sso r at the
Un ive rsity of Orego n who co-wrot e the pa-
pers. He believe s that the Canadian pub lic’s
fa ith in a risk-fre e fu ture refle cts their naive té.

"My hun c h is that they hav en’t thoug ht out
what it wou ld take to achieve zero risk," he
said. It is als o possib le that people skipped
right ove r the word "att ain able" when think-
ing about a goa l.

Prof. Slovi c said he is not sure what ac-
coun t s fo r the differenc e between men and
women in Cana da.

Howeve r, he poi nted to sex and ethnicity
data from a sim ilar sur vey in the United
St ates showing that black women and black
men exhibit ver y li ttle differenc e in their
weightings of risk. And when the white
popula t ion was looke d at more clo sely, it
turned out that a rela t ive ly sm all number of
whit e ma les – about 30 per cent – have
ve ry different attitudes from the rest of the
popula t ion. It is their enthu siasms that skew

Cig arette smoking 56 65
St reet drugs 51 62
Br east implants 51 66
Ozone laye r depletio n 50 68
Chem i c a l pollutio n 45 61

St res s 45 63
Crim e and viole n ce 43 64
Nu cle ar waste 42 54
Su ntanning 41 64
AIDS 39 58

Mo t or veh icle accid e n t s 39 57
Food addit ive s 31 42
Pesticid e s in food 30 44
Drinking alc ohol 26 42
Asbestos 25 26

Nu cle ar powe r plants 22 39
Food irradiation 17 26
High vol tag e powe r li nes 16 27
Me rcury in dent al fil lings 11 14
Me dical X-rays 10 14

Ta p wa ter 9 15
Vi deo display ter min a ls 8 12
He art pacem ake rs 7 6
Cont r aceptiv es 6 12
Cont act lenses 2 5

How we view risk
Pe rc ent age of Cana dians in a 1992
survey who said they con sid ere d
thes e a hig h risk to the pub lic:

Me n Wo men
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the sex differenc e.

This group trusts scie n ce and indust ry,
thinks exper ts shoul d ma ke decisio ns, and
doesn’t think that the cou ntr y is better off
when people are tre ated more equ ally. "I
call it the Newt Gingr ich sy ndrome," Prof.
Sl ovi c said.

In a con trary vei n, ot he r U. S. dat a sh ow
that the re are sig n ific a n t risk-assessment dif-

fe renc es between men and women scie n-
tis t s , with women finding the world a risk ier
place. This has led to sugge s tion s eit her that
women are more likely to be tau ght that the
wo r ld is a dange rou s place, or that as nur-
ture rs and protecto rs of chil dre n women
have become biologi c a l ly more fearful than
men.

The differenc es between exper ts and the

public reflect differenc es in bot h ex per ienc es
and in train ing. The pub lic react s to the
drama of news repor ts and natural dis ast e rs,
while the scie n tis t s look at the numbers,
Prof. Slovi c said.

"What this shows in par t is that the pub lic
poin t of vie w won’t be change d si mply by
throwing more numbers at them."

Comment criti c a l ly, from a statis ti c a l perspectiv e, on the phrase: The sur vey, whi ch is sta tis tically sig nifi cant, ... in the first
sent enc e of the sev ent h paragr aph of the left-hand colum n of the article EM9512 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 2.159.

• If appropriat e, sugge s t an improve d wo r ding for this sent enc e.

1

In the lig ht of wording in the fifth parag raph in the left-hand colum n of the article EM9512 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e
2.159, com ment on the wording of the phrase in the fou rth parag raph of the rig ht-hand colum n ov erleaf on pag e 2.159:
... di ffere nces of more than 25 per cen t sh ow up ... .

2

The article EM9512 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 2.159 and above is als o us ed, tog ether with article s EM9513, EM9511 and
EM9508, in Fig ure 7.1 5 of the STAT 220 Course Mat e ria ls
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