AS Science for Public Understanding Teacher Notes

Risk - your personal choices

Introduction References

This is a short introductory activity on risk to illustrate the factors that

affect our risk decisions. Texthook
Text book p45 & 46

Method Speci cation

This activity should take about 20 minutes. Speci cation 9.2 Health
risks

It is best done as an individual exercise, followed by a class discussion on ;iéggsieﬁt Risk and risk

some of the risks and students' differing attitudes to the risk they pose. \_ J

The list of factors that inpuence risk decisions is a useful reference for

later discussions in this unit and in 10.5 - Sources and Effects of Radiation.

Give it out only after they have discussed their own ideas.
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Student Sheets AS Science for Public Understanding
Risk - Your personal choices

1. Consider the list of activities below; all of them may have some risk.

Decide which you would

. never choose to do because you think they are too dangerous.
. might consider

. choose to do regularly (if you had the chance)

Activity would I do this?

never maybe yes
Hang gliding
Rock climbing

Driving when over the limit for alcohol

Smoking 10 cigarettes a day

Traveling by motorcycle

Traveling by bicycle

Crossing the road

Traveling by car

Sunbathing at the beach

Having unprotected sex

Living in an area with a high level of air pollution

Flying to the US

Traveling by train

Living in an area of high natural radioactivity such
as Cornwall or Aberdeen

Going outside in a thunderstorm

Eating food which contains genetically modiyed
plants

2. Look at your three lists, never, maybe and yes. Think about and write down why you made each decision. It is
unlikely to be as simple as just choosing only the safest activities. Discuss, with others in your group, the list of
activities you would choose and your reasons for choosing them.

The list is in approximate order of risk, with the most risky yrst.
3. Now look at the list on page 2 of this activity; it gives the factors that are widely accepted as inpuencing our

choices. Compare it with your own. Look at the three riskiest activities from the list, the highest up the table and
decide which of the factors have inpuenced your decision in each case.
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AS Science for Public Understanding

Factors that are widely recognised as inyuencing our personal risk choices.

We often make decisions based on limited information: we do not know the exact extent of the risk. We
have to make an estimate based on the information we have: this may be a recent media report or our own
previous experiences.

Media reports leads us to overestimate the risk of rare events because these are what the media write about,
for example a plane crash not a car crash.

Personal experience can lead us to underestimate familiar risks. We have all taken car journeys safely.

Personal experience also leads to our underestimating risks where the adverse event will happen far in the
future. You smoke and do not seem to be getting ill.

Even when we do know the risk accurately we may sometimes choose a risky activity because the beneyt it
gives us outweighs the risk. Some people enjoy rock-climbing so much they are prepared to accept the high
risk involved.

We may know the risk ygure but we do not believe that the average risk applies to us. We may believe that
we are a particularly safe driver, or will be able to give up smoking in time to prevent damage.

We are far less willing to accept risks that are imposed on us than those that we accept voluntarily. A smoker
may object to having a nuclear power station built in her area although smoking poses the greater risk.
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