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" Americans are bombarded by. the mass media

with information about new or emergmg

“hazards to health and safety In some cases,.

such as estrogen therapy causing breast |
cancer or electric and magrietic fields from

- large power lines causing ¢hildhood
o leukemla, there have been conﬂxctmg reports

in the mass media over the veracity of hazard

cla.lms However, cmzens are aware that not
every health clalrn made in the media is

correct. Thus, an interesting question asks if
the pubhc has confidence that the hazards

,covered in the media are real or 1llusory

ThlS issue of RISK IN PERSPECTIVE
explores public confidence in hazard clalrns
based on'a random digit- -dial telephone

survey of 1019 U.S. residents of the

contiguous forty-eight states conducted
November 10-12, 1995. Respondents were
asked about their degiee of confidence that -

health.” On a scale from 0 to 10, where 0

indicates-complete confidence that a hazard .
" claim is not true, and 10 indicates complete

confldence that a-hazard claim is true,
respondents reacted to the following 1tems ‘
radiation from medical x-rays, electric and

‘magnetic fields from large power lines

(EMFs); natural radon gas in homes and

" buildings, pesticide residues on food ozone

"layer depletion by chemicals, global warming
_from carbon-dioxide pollution, dust and par-

ticles in city air, and. envxronmental tobacco

smoke (ETS) or second hand smoke. The .-

 scale is designed to “induce a response of 5

(or near 5) in casés where a respondent has
no-opinion or. is very unsure about what they

believe is true. To test if respondents under- -
_stood the scale,

two 1tems were addedr

“heavy smoking of _cigarettes for.t\nenty o
years” (a widely recognized hazard) and .

B “listening to relaxmg ‘music” (an activity
‘most would regard as completely safe). Note

' _that the questions in the survey addressed

" only the respondents’ degtree of conﬁdence in .

‘the existence of a. hazard (a qualitative issue),

" and did not address personal vulnerability to

- hazards or quahtatlve aspects of risk.

assessment (i.e., the probability and/or sever-

1ty of the hazard to speaﬁc populanons)

‘Not All Hazards are Created Equai

The overall results of the survey afe
summarized in Flgure 1, which reports the
percentage of respondents (male versus
female) that assigned a score of 7 or hlgher
to each of the eight hazard items. People
clearly drew-distinctions in: their degree of
confidence about specific hazard claims. As

.~ expected, respondents saw heavy smokmg,
elght specific items are “hazardous to people’s -

and relaxing music as endpomts on the
11-point scale. Greater confidence was

. expressed in ETS, ozone depletion, pesticide
. residues, and dust and particles in city air

than was expressed in EMFs. Interestingly, .

* there was fiot a large: difference in the
_hazard-confidence scores expressed for EMFs

(a form of non-ionizing radiation) and "
radiation from medical x-rays and natural

. radon gas in homes. and bulldmgs (both-
- forms of lOl’llZlIlg radlatlon) :

We thought it would be interesting to see.

if scientists would have similar hazard- -
confidence scores to the general public on all’
ten hazard items. We have undertaken a
parallel survey of scientists in, various fields:
Results from the survey should be a’vallable
in 1997 :



_Hazards in the News Who Beheves Wha‘7 contmued

. Elgure 1
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'fHa

zard ‘Believers” versus Skeptlcs : L

‘ _We identified the respondents - who- afe most
likely and least likely to have confidence that

all

eight items (excluding smokmg and relax--

ing music) are’ hazardous to. people s health

“beliévers,
~the lowest quartile (mean scores < 5.4)
- were demgnated as hazard ‘skeptics.”

- Interestingly, the proﬁles of these WO -
| ‘groups of respondents are.quite

" different (Table 1). "

* and safety. A mean-hazard score for

each respondent was computed by
averaging the confidence scores for the

- eight hazard items. The group of '

respondents in the top quartile (mean *-
scores.> 8) were designated as hazard
and those respondents in . -

. The “skeptics” are disproportionately

white, male; highly educated ‘have an’

" annual household i income greater than ..
. -$40,000, and have. some factual knowl-

edge of comparative i;ijufy and disease .

. risks (corréct answers-to questions

about telative frequency of diseases-and .

© traumatic ‘injury). In contrast, the.
« bellevers” tend to be female, have an egali-
tarian world view, live in the riortheast, have

_children-in the household under the age-of
' elghteen, and often receive health and safety

,Ch'aracter'i‘stic, Sall‘lplc- .‘Hazlérd : I:lazard
' Profile “Believers” “Skeptics”
_ _ % % . - D%
1 White - 867|826 93,1%*
Male . 0 497 1309 68.9%%% "
Children in Household 1383 44.1. 33.6% ° .
| Region: Northeast 213 264 . 14,9%%
- Region: Midwest 125.2 217" 265
Region: South 344 349 381
Region: West . 190 17.1° ©20.5
 Income > $40,000 _ 405 . |342 49.0%*+.
< High School Education 10.2 152 687
High School Education 35.9- 37.1 335
> High School Education 53.9 47.7 59.8%
Egalitarian World View: 844 92.2: 7095
* Receive info often from Popular ] Med1a 629 . | 68.6 . ) §3:4%%* A‘
‘Receive mfo often from Doctot 35.0 39.5 30.2% ; -
" Receive info oftén from Scientific’ joumals - >'22.__5 287 S 213 A
Tnjury Question: Correct ' 627 508 7545
Dlsease Question: Correct. ] _57-.6_, - '46.1 : -63.8“’_?‘

- a
.
* %

R

t-test of Ho: Bellevers mean confldence score = Skepncs mean confldence score .

p<.05
~p<.01
* p< 001




information from the media and doctors.

"~ Of course, these two categorres are very
crude and there are many respondents (as -
" -indicated in Table 1) who do not fit into. thrs v
- S1mphst1c drchotomy .

The Gender Gap

Génder is a remarkably strong predlctor of

_ confidence in health hazards.. Sixty-nine per-
cent of the “believers” are women, whlle
only 31 percent of the “skeptrcs are women
{Table 1). This powerful association of gen- -
der with hazard-confidence is consistent with,
findings of other research on risk perception.
One such study asked respondents to rate
twenty-five public-health risks, where women
rated all the items as more risky than men.
In -another study, women tended to feel more
insecure about risks, and found risks less -
acceptable than men when asked ‘about living .

"'near polluted soil, a chemical plant,ora *° .

radloactlve—wa_ste storage site.’

: Theones Aheund

Although-attempts have been made to

explain these significant gender differences,
~ -researchers have yet to-come to any f1rrn .
‘conclusions. Some suggest that because .
wormen give birth, protect, and care for their
' .chlldren, they may naturally tend to be more
nurturmg than men; therefore they may be .
" more concerned about hazards that may

~harm their- families, Other
researchers believe that women
may feel less inhibited than men. -

i expressrng feehngs of vulnera-

bility and fear. In contrast, men -

may be socially taught that fear.

is a sign of weakiiess, andany” -

feelings of fear or'insecurity
‘(esg., hazard perceptions) should

bé minimized. Other theories
‘suggest that women find invol- -
. untary hazards to be more
believable since they are more
“ vulnerable to violence than men:
" Another possible explanation is
‘that women .are léss familiar
" with science and tectinology
_than men, and are generally -
‘more fearful of i, ‘especially in
relation to nuclear powes and
~chemicals. Some theories sug--
 gest that women tend to con-

. people tend’to use these views to-maintain

Hazards in the News Who Beheves What'f' contmued ‘

trlbute less, and may dxrectly benefit less

from technology than meén. Thls means that
' women may not understand, of may not
perceive benefits to society from potentrally
hazardous technologres, so they are more
‘fearful and wary of these technologres .

usalg _azlj -

A related theory based on worldvrews is that

their beliefs and moral systems. People with
E egahtarran worldviews tend to be distrustful '
of people-in positions of authorlty, and want
‘more equal shares of resources.in society.
Therefore they may see environmental risks
as unacceptable, especially if the risks have
" an uneven.impact on different members of
society, or-if the risks are 1mposed w1thout' A
the affected parties’ consent. . °

" 'Roberta Glass - -
Research Assistant . -

While our study does not allow us to come, -
.to any concrete conclusions on this matter, it
appears that the role of gender in risk -
perception is more profeund than can be
‘explalned by either the * ‘purturing” or ; v
“worldview” hypotheses We did find that ~ =~ Nicole Pasternak, M.

Mean Hazard Score

"respondents (male and female) with chlldren - Research Assistant "
at home were more likely to beliéve in . ' :
" hazards (Table 1). We also found that ,
"women were more likely than men to have |
children at home, and were more likely to
‘hold egahtarran worldviews. However, in-a.”
‘multivariate analysis (not reported here) -
gender remains a srgnlfrcant predictor of
Figure 2
- ‘Mean Hazard
" Scores by
Race and
Gender

. X-Rays EMFs . Raden

Hazard Scores
_ White Men T
- ‘White Women, Non-White Men, and Non—Whlte Women




- Mert. .
Perception of En\nronmental
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",Vconﬁdence in’ hazatds, even after controllmg )
for the presence of children in the home
- and the worldview: of the respondent. More _
research is needed. to understand why gender
plays such a powerful role in perceptlon '
of hazards :
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<Wh|te Males versus Everyone Eise? . _
* The interaction between race and gender also
isrgmflcantly influences hazard-confidence

scores. Figure 2 compares the mean
hazard-confidence scores of white mer, to -
white women, non-whlte men, and non-

.whrte ‘women. The mean hazard-confrdence

scote for white men is significantly different

from all other groups. In.addition, there are g
_no significant differences between white

women, non- whlte men, and non- -white
women. This same pattern holds for each of
the hazards individually (except in the case.

" of dust and particles, where white and -

non-white women differ 51gn1f1can_tly). The

difference in risk perceptions between white -
- men and éveryone else has also been found -

by other reseatch‘er,s. B

Slnce there is no drscermble drfference in the

hazard percepnons of non-white men and
" non-white women, new questions arise in -
o f.lndrng an explanation for the unique -

perceptions of white men. A biological -

- explanation for gender differences seems (at

best) 1ncomplete because, if true, the differ-
ences between non-whrte men:and non-white'
womien would be similar to those between

" white men and. white women. To explarn
‘the umque viewpoints of white men,
- socioeconomic-and socropohtxcal theones

have been posited. White men are over- .

. whelmingly the largest group of people in

positions of power, often with first-hand -
experience and knowledge of potentially . .
hazardous industrial technologies. Their ‘

' acceptance of risky technologies may also be

a result of the’ benefits they derive from these
technologies (though one wonders whether
women and non-whites mlght have 51m11ar
viewpoints 1f they had the same power, .
experience; access to knowledge and benefrt
from technologies). More research needs

to be conducted on whether, and, if so, ‘how -
the positians 'of power, knowledge, and
pr1v1lege now held by white males in society
breed skepttcrsm about hazard claims.’ '

 Practical Import

In our opinion, ‘the apparent. roles of gender

‘and race in hazard perception suggest some -

very practlcal steps that government and -

industry can take to enhance the deliberative
".quahtres of risk management and communi- .-

cation. Risk-related institutions run

~ predominantly by white males may be too:

insular in perspective to fully appreciate how
the public will react to hazard claims heard
in the media. Women and -non-white

. professronals should be aggressively recruited

into leadership roles at risk management
institutions that have historically been
dornmated by white males. - Although this

-same conclusion might be advocated on

pure equity grounds, we believe that the B
responsiveness of future risk management
may be a useful supplementary argument

- for those who are not fully persuaded on the
ba31s of equrty alone



