“Are We Scaring Ourselves to Death” Responses to Questions

Prof. Pruim:  As far as I know, the whole class was present (although I don’t think anyone took roll).  Everyone participated in answering these questions.  These answers represent comments by various students.    –Matt Higham 

Segment One

1. The graphs involving population statistics were persuasive.  Stossel seemed to present a strong case for his point about the media, although his views on politicians had little evidence.  Gave good evidence that people are worrying about the wrong things (esp. older people).

2. Popular media tends to choose only statistics that support their claims about crime increases, but leave out stats that do not support those claims (FBI vs. Department of Justice stats, etc.).  Much of the time they do not allow for population increases and do not distinguish between reported and unreported crime estimates.  Because news programs are able to do live reports, and because national news has become more streamlined, we are exposed to more crimes than ever before (many times as the happen).

3. People are separated by gated communities, which divide age groups and ethnic communities.  The elderly are not as active as they should be because they are too worried about crime.  Kids are scared to go out and are too nervous about contacting strangers.  Familiarity is more an issue than actual chances.  Most murders/violent crimes are not done by strangers.

4. He brings up a statistic indicating that young black males have a 1 in 6 chance of being murdered, whereas the elderly  have only a 1 in 327 chance.

Segment 2

1. a.  It may have been an observational study comparing medical records with and without potential hazard; it did not find a statistically significant difference.

b. It would not have been a correct way to state things since, while there was no evidence that there was an increase, there was no positive evidence that there was not an increase.  At that time period there was no evidence of an increase, but there may have been evidence for some other time.  How he originally stated it was correct.

c. Nothing fantastical about “no evidence of increased cancer” to attract public attention.  “Nothing happening” isn’t exciting enough to make news.

2. Project:  rate risk.  What is most likely to kill you, what we should be most worried about.  They calculated risk in terms of its likelihood to take a certain number of days off of the average person’s life.

3. Trying to measure the biggest dangers.  They quantify it in terms of the number of days that it takes off of the average person’s life.  Not a good way to measure because the “average person” does not exist.  When I lose my whole life, that does read out as a certain number of days.  Although it would measure pretty much the same thing, it may be clearer to simple state the odds (ie. that you have a 1 in 500 chance to die from this or that, and so on).

4. The media picks out anecdotal cases and blows them out of proportion.  The really risky things don’t make good news.

5. Statistical murder is when money is spent on relatively minor risks (saving only a few lives) when it could have been spent on the bigger risks (saving many lives).

6. Problem with democracy:  policy is set according to public opinion, which is often ignorant.  The people need to be satisfied.  “Tyranny of the majority” as De Toqueville might say.  Most students think that it is a problem, but that it isn’t anything to be worried about (I disagree).  Public needs to be better informed, although this seems like a difficult process (who does the informing?)

Segment 3

1. Everyone thought that the EPA should get out of Aspen.  The EPA should be more explicit about its reasoning and should do more testing, come up with more, etc.  One student (me) felt that this segment in the program contradicted another segment in which the public is said to have the wrong views on risks. 

Segment 4

1. The risk factor was only for smokers.  Driving applies to everyone, but smoking does not.  Smoking is voluntary whereas driving is more necessary.

2. Regulations kill people because they tend to result in higher poverty levels, and higher poverty levels result in extreme public risk (poor nutrition, less medical care, bad automobiles, etc.).

3. Poverty dwarfs all the others (7-10 years).  The poverty stat was from Europe, Canada, and U.S. and it involved a straight segment (lower 20%) rather than a group voluntarily participating in an activity.  Some of the earlier stats could have been computed like this (death by airplane and automobile, since people who do not participate in these activities can be separated out), but not the others.

Segment 5

1. The point of these final examples was to show that familiar items pose a threat to our safety that might not be approved by the kinds of standards we try to apply to newer technologies.  We should not worry about things that are unfamiliar to us as long as they are fairly safe, and by implication, we should not worry about new things either (as long as they are just about as risky as the familiar things).

2. Some were statistics and some were parameters.  Statistics were use to talk about crime, etc., but in speaking about exact numbers of deaths from things like natural gas, they were using parameters.  (I disagree.  I think they were all statistics).

3. a.  Source:  ABC news.  A biased opinion, trying to prove something in order to get a rise out of their viewers.

b. Contact:  most of the time he made contact with the participants (interviewed people), but not when he just quoted other people’s stats.

c. Individuals studied and how selected:  he showed only those who would support the point of the film and did not show cases where environmental problems etc. might be justified.  Did not show alternative opinions.

d. Measurements/questions asked:  Often, when stats were quoted, the measurements and questions are not specified (children braindamaged by swimming pools…what does this mean).

e. Setting:  No mention of this item…n/a.

f. Extraneous differences:  The media( government connection was inconclusive.  The problem with public policy could have another cause.

g. Magnitude:  Needed to be more objective.  Didn’t show exactly what the magnitude was of the statistical death problem…it may not be much of a problem at all.

