
Cit izens,  experts difler ... 

W h a t  i s  ”acceptable” risk? 
James M .  Meyers D Arthur L. Craigmill 

he safety of our food T supply leaves no one 
uninterested. Recent ex- 
amples of public crises 
range from the deadly 
episode involving E.  coli 
0157:H7-contaminated 
hamburger to the inten- 
tional, but apparently 
non-injurious, placement 
of hypodermic needles in 
soft drink cans. While in- 
volving different degrees 
of public risk, both pro- 
voked major concern. We 
take for granted that the 
foods we purchase, but 
don’t produce, are safe for 
us and our families. In 
fact, the United States 
food system involves very 
low risks of acute 
foodborne illness. Chronic 
risk is more difficult to as- 
sess. However, in either 
case, low risk is not zero 
risk, and safety, like 
beauty, is often in the eye 
of the beholder. 

Safety is not the same 
as zero risk. Life presents 
us with nothing that is to- 
tally risk-free. Risk is the 
probability that something unwanted 
will happen. There are risks that we 
can measure (actuarial risks) and risks 
that can only be estimated from risk 
assessment. Both actuarial and esti- 
mated risks are for entire populations; 
they are not individual risks. Indi- 
vidual risk is often lower (or higher) 
within populations depending on in- 
dividual exposure, susceptibility 
and behavior. 

is ”acceptable risk” and cannot be de- 
What individuals define as ”safety” 

Pesticide residues on produce are typi- 
cally miniscule, say regulators, but the 
public does not always agree with scien- 
tific estimates of risk. 

termined scientifically. Both as indi- 
viduals and as a society we decide 
how much risk we will accept from 
potential hazards, and decide which 
safeguards are necessary. While risk 
can be scientifically estimated, safety 
is a matter of public policy and outside 
the boundaries of science. 

Writing on the issue of 
public perception of risk, 
Dr. Paul Slovic, president 
of Decision Research in 
Eugene, Oregon, has ex- 
plored the characteristics 
that cause risks to be per- 
ceived as either excessive 
and unacceptable, or ac- 
ceptable. Comparing how 
risks are perceived differ- 
ently even though they 
have a similar likelihood 
of occurrence, he found 
that acceptable risks are 
known, familiar, observ- 
able, have immediate im- 
pact, are less feared, less 
fatal and voluntary. Unac- 
ceptable risks were the op- 
posite (more feared, less 
familiar, fatal, involun- 
tary, etc.) Public concern is 
often inconsistent with the 
degree of risk measured 
or estimated by the scien- 
tific community. Such dif- 
ferences may frustrate sci- 
entists and nonscientists 
alike and inevitably lead 
to conflict between expert 
and popular views of 
safety. 

How should public policy be deter- 
mined when public concern about 
risks is at odds with expert opinion? 
Should scientific estimates of risk be 
given priority over public expressions 
of concern? At the very least, public 
concerns must be taken seriously 
when they are clear, widespread and 
persistent within a community. First, 
the principles of public policy in a de- 
mocracy rest on the proposition that 
majority public opinion - even when 
it differs from expert opinion - is the 
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appropriate foundation for public 
policy. Second, public agencies and in- 
stitutions established and supported 
by public funds have an inherent obli- 
gation to serve the public interest. Fi- 
nally, as some of the authors in this is- 
sue will point out, the science upon 
which expert judgments are based is 
not certain (indeed all science involves 
uncertainties), and risk estimates of 
many activities will continue to 
change as science and risk assessment 
develop. This uncertainty is particu- 
larly relevant to concerns about 
chronic diseases, like cancer, for which 
causal mechanisms are the subject of 
ongoing scientific investigation. 

trol the types and degrees of risk 
they will accept. However, effective 
decision-making in this area demands 
understanding of the complexities of 
risk estimates and their implications. 
The interpretation of expert informa- 
tion and its application to risk man- 
agement must be subject to direct pub- 
lic participation. In some situations, 
such methods have worked well. 
Sadly, when dealing with large popu- 
lations and with broad environmental 
issues, like those discussed here, these 
methods have not proven as effective. 
Risk education and communication 
must be independent from risk accep- 
tance; management decisions must be 
made by those exposed. This means 
acknowledging the public's right to 
inquiry and decision. To do so is cor- 
rect, prudent and consistent with the 
most essential governing principle of 
our nation. Thomas Jefferson wrote, "I 
know of no safe depository of the ulti- 
mate powers of the society but the 
people themselves, and if we think 
them not enlightened to exercise their 
control with a wholesome discretion, 
the remedy is not to take it from them, 
but to inform their discretion." 
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Ultimately, it is for citizens to con- 
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