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Overview

Students will identify their perception of the relative
degree of risk associated with technologies, environmental
hazards, and everyday activities. They will also have the
opportunity to share their ideas as they compare and con-
trast their perceptions with those of others, including
experts and lav people.

B ackoround

Risk perception examines people’s attitudes toward risk, their
levels of acceptable risk, and their behavior in response to their
perceptions of risk. Risks of varying types are often perceived dif-
ferently by different individuals or groups of people. Lay people
tend to judge risks according to a series of characteristics they
associate with the risk, for example, (1) risks individuals expose
themselves to voluntarily, (2) risks under an individual’s control,
(3) new risks, or (4) risks scientists understand.

Individuals also judge risks according to their personal values.
Values can be defined as the relative worth an individual places
on something, such as clean air, clean water, or wilderness areas.
Studies of risk perception suggest that mass media (often consid-
ered to be very influential) are more likely to
set the agenda of which risks will be
evaluated, whereas interactions
with friends and family are
more likely to shape what peo-
ple think about those risks.
Because different people focus
on different risk characteristics
and have different values, their
perceptions of a risk may not
be the same.

Risk perception plays an important role in people’s willing-
ness to support risk reduction and mitigation programs (Flynn,
Slovic, and Mertz 1996, C). But what if those risk perceptions
are not accurate? At times, our perceptions of the real degree of
risk associated with common daily activities are incorrect. Those
misperceptions are largely the result of (1) a lack of knowledge
of existing data or a lack of available data, (2) emotionalism
associated with various risks, (3) distortions or misconceptions
conveved by mass media, or (4) other factors such as uncertain-
ty or personal bias. When risk perceptions are not accurate,
resources may be wasted. For example, as a result of mispercep-
tions, more money may be spent managing a very small risk
rather than a larger, more serious risk.
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In contrast to lay people, who focus on a
variety of qualitative risk characteristics, risk
analysts evaluate risks by using scientifically
derived estimates of the risk’s severity and like-
lihood of injury or death. For example, a study
that compared the judgments of experts and
lay people regarding chemical risks indicated
that the public tended to view chemicals as
harmful or safe regardless of dose and expo-
sure. Conversely, experts were more likely to
take into account the quantitative measures of
dose and exposure to a chemical when evaluat-
ing the risk (Krause, Malmfors, and Slovic
1992, B). Some regulations (such as listing
endangered species or setting national ambient
air quality standards) require the government
to control those risks that a team of scientists
has determined as the most severe. These dif-
ferences in perception have resulted in some
disagreement between experts and lay people
over what risks are acceptable and to whom.

When managing risks, experts may not take
into account the public’s perceptions. This
approach might be justified for risks such as
smoking or drunk driving, which studies and
actual data have shown to result in a great
number of injuries and deaths. But for risks that
are more difficult to quantify (for example, loss
of an endangered species), the consideration of
values and perceptions is relevant to the man-
agement process. Therefore, the most effective
way to manage risks may be to educate people
on the science behind risk assessments and then
to combine the scientists’ risk estimates with lay
people’s perceptions and values.

Pirl A

EVERYDAY RISKS

GETTING READY

Duplicate the Student Pages “Perceived Risk for
30 Activities and Technologies” and “Ordering
of Perceived Risk for 30 Activities and Technolo-
gies” for each member of the class. Make one
overhead transparency of each of the Student
Pages “Perceived Risk for 30 Activities and Tech-
nologies” and “Risk Perception Factors.”

DOING THE ACTIVITY
1. Ask students for definitions of experts and
lay people. Visually record their answers.

2. Ask students how they define values and
perceptions. Do they think that values
and perceptions affect how experts and lay
people view risks? (At this point solicit
“yes” or “no” responses. Then explain to
students that they will explore their pre-
dictions as they continue this activity.)

3. Distribute the Student Page “Perceived Risk
for 30 Activities and Technologies.” Ask
each student to rank the listed risks from
most dangerous to least dangerous. If
desired, divide the class into cooperative
learning groups of 4-5 students and have
them rank the list as a group. Continue
this part of the activity in groups.

4. Ask several students to do the following:
»  Share their rankings with the rest of the class.
»  Explain their rankings.

»  Explain how they interpreted the word
“dangerous.”

Wrrite their rankings on the overhead
transparency of the Student Page “Per-
ceived Risk for 30 Activities and Technolo-
gies” so that the rest of the class can see
them. (Write each student’s response in a
separate column so that several students’
rankings can be displayed at once.)



