The ethics of risk
What is risk? Strictly, two categories have been identified: „risk‟ (based upon known
probabilities) and „uncertainty‟ (epistemic – based upon what cannot be clearly
identified). While life typically contains a measure of uncertainty, certain
probabilities can be quantified, much like the tossing of a coin or the roll of a dice1.
For each individual, even though they live with quantifiable „risk‟, life is always
risky, and generally, people have difficulty resolving risk-benefit conflicts. “People‟s
perceptions frequently fail to match up with the actual dangers risks pose. Few
people have a „feel‟ for what a chance of dying, say a chance of one in a million,
really means… We tend to emphasize low probabilities and underestimate those that
are high”2. The use of statistics is one way to overcome this uncertainty; however,
denial and overconfidence are more common ways to deal with it3.
The main concern for regulatory bodies is to determine what risks are acceptable, both
ethically and politically (what is ethically acceptable, and what will the public
accept?). While realistically, risk management must be undertaken by regulatory
bodies (a certain amount of paternalism seems unavoidable), lack of trust is a critical
factor underlying controversy over technological hazards4. The playing field is tilted
towards distrust, and „the system destroys trust‟5. Even being honest is more difficult
than it appears, and scientists and policy makers who point out the gamble often taken
in assessing risk are frequently resented for the anxiety their frankness provokes6.
One of the philosophical theories proposed to address risk assessment is
utilitarianism. Notwithstanding the fact that utilitarianism has been subject to
devastating philosophical critique7, it is still strongly favoured by many bioethicists.
But where the literature on risk is concerned it seems to be generally agreed that
utilitarianism (applied as cost-benefit analysis) is not an appropriate way to address
this problem. Five main reasons have been identified:



it is not democratic8
it ignores unequal distribution of possible outcomes9
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it is value-blind10
it attempts to measure what human life is worth11
it tries to reach a definite conclusion from insufficient information12

As an alternative to utilitarianism, contract theories have also been applied to risk
assessment and have been criticised on other grounds, whether consent is actual or
hypothetically derived. Criticism has been made because:


obtaining a genuine consent is unrealistic and seeking it could create a
stalemate13
 there can be too much faith in contracts, leading to the undesirable
consequence that “only consent can turn a potential violation of a right into
a permissible act”14.
Even if an ethic of „natural rights‟ is used as a basis for risk regulation, the fact is that
harms vary qualitatively and their probabilities vary quantitatively. Some writers
view this as insurmountable and therefore sufficient grounds on which to dismiss a
natural rights theory of risk. This problem is sometimes call causal dilution15: “Given
that a certain moral theory prohibits a certain action because it has the property P,
under what conditions should a generalized version of the same theory prohibit an
action because it possibly, but not certainly, has the property P?”
Altham16 rejects utilitarian, contractual, and natural rights theories, citing fatal
problems with each. His solution is to have no principle on which to base risk
management; but to simply find the level of risk at which people do not feel anxious
(based upon their own assessment of their quality of life) regardless of the facts, and
their desire to reach agreement will cause them to accept the risk. For him risk is
therefore entirely subjective.
McKerlie17 argues that moral views based on rights cannot deal with risk. Not only is
a hostile intention not necessary for a rights violation, but “an action that turns out to
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be harmless may nevertheless have been prohibited, while an action that causes harm
may nevertheless have been permissible”, e.g. driving down one‟s street versus
Russian roulette . He also rejects the view that rights correspond with autonomy.
McKerlie also argues that “In many examples the rights view chooses an action that
will not lead to the best outcome. For example, it will tell us not to kill an innocent
person even if that would somehow save the lives of many others.”18 In saying this,
of course, McKerlie does not identify a problem with natural law reasoning per se.
He just assumes we have the right to do whatever is necessary to achieve what, on
other grounds, he wants the outcome to be.
It also appears that „scientific‟ risk assessment cannot be separated from either the
values or management issues. Analysis cannot replace process, only inform it19. And
science cannot pretend to be „objective‟20. What is studied, how the research is
designed, how it is interpreted and reported are all value-laden 21. This leads to three
corollaries:


Disagreement about risk will not disappear in the face of „scientific
evidence‟22.
 „Public education‟ is not the sole answer23.
 We don‟t need improved risk assessment techniques; we need greater
participation in decision-making24.
Most writers therefore suggest that ethical guidelines, or values, should be established
first. The process of risk regulation should be, at least to some extent, democratic,
because the procedure of decision-making is as important as the outcome25. Therefore
much research into the public‟s „perceptions of risk‟ has been and is being conducted.
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For example, a comparison of rival theories of risk perception considers the
following26:
1. knowledge: people perceive things to be dangerous because they know them to
be dangerous.
2. personality theory: some love risk-taking, others are averse.
3. economic theory: (a) the rich are more willing to take risks because they
benefit more and are shielded from the consequences, while the poor feel the
opposite; (b) “post-materialist” – living standards have improved so the rich
are more interested in social relations and better health.
4. political theory: struggles over interests, i.e. explanatory power in social and
demographic characteristics.
5. cultural theory: individuals choose what to fear (and how much to fear it) in
order to support their way of life. (Renn categorises people as hierarchists,
individualists or egalitarians).
Wildavsky and Dale conclude that cultural theory provides the best prediction of how
people will perceive risk in a variety of situations. This corresponds with Teuber‟s
conclusion that “we are not only end-oriented; we are also ideal-oriented. We do not
care just about where we end up; we care about the kind of people we have to become
in order to end up in one place or another”27.
An evaluation of risk can‟t just measure against the benefits. Other characteristics are
also important: control, familiarity, knowledge, and immediacy of benefits28. For
example, voluntariness and control are important: people will accept more risk if they
perceive to have more control (e.g. the “irrational” preference for driving over
flying)29. But should the fact that people have double standards for different types of
risk (feelings of dread, unfamiliarity, involuntarily accepted, control) be imposed
upon industry?30
So how do we determine acceptable levels of risk? Considerations of policy
regarding risks are highly complex:
The acceptability of risk is a relative concept and involves consideration
of different factors. Considerations in these judgments may include: The
certainty and severity of the risk; the reversibility of the health effect; the
knowledge or familiarity of the risk; whether the risk is voluntarily
accepted or involuntarily imposed; whether individuals are compensated
for their exposure to the risk; the advantages of the activity; and the risks
and advantages for any alternatives.31
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Some authors have compared a variety of ways to answer the question “which risks
are acceptable?”32:
a) cost-benefit analysis
b) revealed preferences based on behaviour(assumes people have information
and can use it optimally)
c) expressed preferences by directly asking people what they
prefer(considered more democratic)
d) natural standards („biological wisdom‟, that is, assuming that the optimal
level of exposure is that under which the species evolved is acceptable)
e) multiple hazards (considering many hazards at once, and therefore needing
to prioritise)
f) facing political realities (can‟t please everyone at once)
g) muddling through intelligently (no approach is clearly superior, so careful
consideration should be given to all aspects, and good analysis should be
insightful but not necessarily conclusive)
h) a combined approach (using the various approaches well enough in
combination so that they complement one another‟s strengths rather than
compound each other‟s weaknesses) – this is the one recommended by
these authors.
Some consider that muddling through may be the only ethical way to make choices
about public risk33. Fischhoff presents a detailed description of „orderly muddling‟
risk regulation34. He and others suggest that the reasonable person standard could be
used to determine generally acceptable tradeoffs, and that acceptable tradeoffs must
be ones that citizens endorse in principle (rather than actual or hypothetical consent)35.
IMPLICATIONS FOR GMOS
There has been a tendency for a „Mexican stand-off‟ between companies involved in
experiments with GMOs and large sections of the community that seem to distrust the
safety and necessity for these developments.
Coming from the scientific and industry side, the developmental stages in risk
management identified by Fischhoff seem to have been applied so far:







All we have to do is get the numbers right
All we have to do is tell the public the numbers
All we have to do is explain what we mean by the numbers
All we have to do is show the public that they have accepted similar risks
in the past
All we have to do is show the public that it‟s a good deal for them
All we have to do is treat the public nicely
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All we have to do is make partners of the public
All of the above36

Yet many sections of the community remain sceptical about the numbers because of
their anxiety about a number of things. They are concerned that scientists cannot
identify in advance all of the variables and then control for them, and that there may
be catastrophic unforeseen consequences. Some argue that given there is no real
necessity for these developments when the world already produces sufficient food for
its populations (although we are nowhere near achieving equitable distribution), are
these risks worth taking? Is it possible that the ones who are really running the
agenda on risk assessment are those who stand to gain most financially and/or
professionally from these developments? And if that is the case, is it possible that
risks are, inadvertently or otherwise, being minimised? Moreover, many sections of
the public simply do not trust “experts” where environmental issues are concerned.
That is, the attitudes one brings to a particular issue where risk assessment is
concerned may well condition what one makes not only of the evidence that is
available but who is interpreting the evidence.
Assuming the efficacy of objective risk assessment, Philip Regal puts it this way:
“Philosophers of science could do a great deal to improve the quality
of risk assessment by helping regulators and the public to further
identify and understand the differences between judgments based on
credible scientific information and theory, and judgments based on
world-views that include theory reductionism, essentialism, idealism,
Greek cosmology, and utilitarianism masking as objective science …
[S]ome environmentalists … also mistake Platonic or Aristotelian
models of the balance and perfection of nature for hard science. They
may strongly oppose any modifications of nature and may make the
false claim that the science of ecology warns that any disturbance of
nature is unsafe.”37
There needs to be better communication and trust between agribusiness and science
on the one hand, and the community on the other if a process is to be developed which
will provide an agreed basis for risk assessment. At the moment public disquiet on
the risks involved with GMOs is unlikely to be met by bland assurances of safety
from business, government, and scientific authorities. That is, “just trust us” doesn‟t
quite cut it.
The Hastings Center (US) recently launched an international project, Public
Perceptions of Agricultural Biotechnology, which is funded by the Rockefeller
Foundation. At its first meeting in May 2000, participants from Europe and the US
36
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“generally agreed that perceptions of risk and benefit are multilayered and cannot be
properly understood by scientific interpretations alone.”38

John I Fleming, PhD, Director, Southern Cross Bioethics Institute
Gregory K Pike, PhD, Deputy Director, Southern Cross Bioethics Institute
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