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 “Risk perception is a mix of facts and feelings, intellect and instinct, 
reason and gut reaction.” 

     - David Ropeik  

 

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0071629696/ref=sib_dp_pt#reader-link


Cognitive components – thoughts 
 Understanding of the likelihood/consequences of the hazard 

 Mental models of how/why the particular hazard poses a threat 

 Understanding of the contexts surrounding the hazard 

 

Affective components – feelings 
 Dread 

 Outrage 

 Fear 

 Worry 

 Frustration 

 Sadness 

 Anger  

 Disgust  

 Protectiveness 

 Others.  . . 
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Risk = Hazard + Outrage 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/093262751X/ref=dp_image_0?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books
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Risk = Thoughts about hazard + feelings about the hazard 



 Many psychologists (and especially economists) who incorporate affect into their 
theories of risk and decisions believe that affect is the byproduct of cognition. 

 

 People evaluate the information they are given, which leads to an overall 
affective reaction (i.e. fear, anger, dread, outrage). 

 

 

 



 However, research suggests that people have a remarkably poor 
understanding of what influences their perceptions and behaviors. 

 

 They can’t say  

 Why they feel the way they do. 

 Why they made a particular choice. 

 Why they act the way they do. 

 

 



“The feelings/instinct/gut have the greater influence.” 

     - David Ropeik  

 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0071629696/ref=sib_dp_pt#reader-link


Activist’s Messages Often Rely on Affect 



 It seems clear that affect can also drive future cognition. 

 First impressions matter. 

 “Curb appeal” 

 Cyclical thinking 

 I like it because it is good, and it is good because I like it. 

 

http://www.bradofficer.com/curb-

appeal-crucial-jacksonville-real-

estate-market/ 



 Affect (feelings) influences: 

 Judge risks 

 Make decisions 

 Information “conveys positive and negative feelings” 

 Finucane et al. - the “affect heuristic”  

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/images/1849711496/ref=dp_image_0?ie=UTF8&n=283155&s=books


 Mental or judgment shortcuts 

 

 Anchoring: reliance on first piece of information to “anchor” 

 Condition 1: 1 x 2 x 3 x 4 x 5 x 6 x 7 x 8 

 Median estimate: 512 

 Condition 2: 8 x 7 x 6 x 5 x 4 x 3 x 2 x 1 

 Median estimate: 2250 

 

 Peak-end rule: remember the peak moment and the end 
moment 

 



“Safe”     “Risky” 

 

 Voluntary    Coerced 

 Individually controlled   Controlled by others 

 Exposure can be perceived  Exposure is invisible 

 Familiar     Exotic 

 Natural     Industrial 

 Not dreaded    Dreaded 

 Not memorable    Memorable 

 Consequences obscure   Can imagine consequences  

 Chronic     Catastrophic 

 Consequences delayed  Consequences immediate 

 Consequences reversible  Irreversible consequences 

 No risk to future generations  Risk to future generations 

 Known to experts    Unknown 

 Fair     Unfair 

 No alternatives   Alternatives available 

 Morally irrelevant    Morally relevant 

 Anonymous victims    Can empathize with victims  

 Unable to blame someone  Able to blame someone 

 Trustworthy sources    Untrustworthy sources 

 Responsive process    Unresponsive process 

 



 Voluntariness   

 Control 

 Perceptibility of Exposure 



 Familiarity 



 Natural or Industrial? 



 Purposeful or accidental? 



 Dreadfulness of the Consequences  



 Risk to Future Generations 



Known to experts     Moral dimensions 

       Can empathize with victims 



Uncontrollable 

Dread 

Global catastrophic 

Consequences fatal 

Not equitable 

Catastrophic 

High risk to future generations 

Not easily reduced 

Risk increasing 

Involuntary 

Controllable 

Not dread 

Not global catastrophic 

Consequences not fatal 

Equitable 

Individual 

Low risk to future generations 

Easily reduced 

Risk decreasing 

Voluntary 
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Not observable 
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Effect delayed 

New risk 
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Effect immediate 

Old risk 
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DNA Technology 

SST 
Electric Fields 

DES 
Nitrogen Fertilizers 

Radioactive Waste Cadmium Usage 
 Mirex 

Trichloroethylene 
2,4,5-T 

Nuclear Reactor 

Accidents Uranium Mining Pesticides 

Nuclear Weapons 

Fallout 
PCBs Asbestos 

Insulation 
Satellite Crashes 

Mercury 
DDT 
Fossil Fuels 

Coal Burning (Pollution) 

Nerve Gas Accidents 
D-CON 

LNG Storage & 

Transport 

Auto Exhaust (CO) 

Coal Mining (Disease) 

Large Dams 

SkyScraper Fires 

Nuclear Weapons (War) 

Coal Mining Accidents 

General Aviation 

Sport Parachutes 

Underwater 

Construction 

High Construction 

Railroad Collisions 

Commercial Aviation Alcohol 

Accidents 
Auto Racing 

Auto Accidents 

Handguns 

Dynamite 

Fireworks 

Bridges 

Motorcycles 

Bicycles 

Electric Wir & Appl (Shock) 

Smoking 
Recreational Boating 

Downhill Skiing 
Electric Wir & Appl (Fires) 

Home Swimming Pools 
Elevators 

Chainsaws 
Alcohol 

Tractors Trampolines 

Snowmobiles Power Mowers 

Skateboards 

Smoking (Disease) 

Caffeine 
Aspirin 

Vaccines 

Lead Paint 

Rubber 

Mfg. 

Auto Lead 

Antibiotics Darvon 
IUD 

Valium 

Diagnostic 

X-Rays 

Oral Contraceptives 

Polyvinyl 

Chloride 
Coal Tar Hairdyes 

Hexachlorophene 
Water Chlorination 

Saccharin 
Water Fluoridation 

Nitrates 

Microwave Ovens 
Laetrile 

Factor 2 

Unknown 

risk 

Factor 1 

Dread risk 

Uncontrollable 
Dread 
Global Catastrophic 
Consequences Fatal 
Not Equitable 
Catastrophic 
High Risk to Future  

Generations 
Not Easily Reduced 
Risk Increasing 
Involuntary 

Not Observable 
Unknown to Those Exposed 
Effect Delayed 
New Risk 
Risk Unknown to Science 

Adapted from: 

Slovic, P. (1987). 
Perception of risk. 
Science, 236, 
280-285. 
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 Risk: Cognitive & Affective components 

 Research on Risk Perceptions 

 History: Chauncey Starr (1969) 

 Heuristics 

 Models: Outrage model and Psychometric model 

 Understand risk perception because: 

 Anticipate public responses to risks 

 Improve risk communication to publics 

 

 

 



This week, take perspective. 



tmeghnaa@gmail.com 


