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Foreword to the Chinese Edition

I am greatly honored by the appearance of my book in Chinese.
Risk is a universal part of the human experience. All nations must de-
cide how to handle risks to safety, health, and the environment, and all
nations must proceed in the face of sometimes irrational fears. Fortunate-
ly, it is possible to handle those risks well, and hence to make human
lives longer, healthier, and happier.

The central theme of this book is simple: Much of the time, human
beings fear the wrong things. Sometimes we are afraid when we have no
reason to be. Airplane travel is usually quite safe, but millions of people
are scared to fly. Sometimes people suddenly become panicked by some
risk that is actually not serious. In the recent past, many Americans
have been far too fearful of the risk of terrorist attack.

Sometimes human beings are not afraid when they should be. All over
the world, people smoke cigarettes even though the risks are large. Many
smokers are not afraid; they should be. People could live longer and better
lives if they exercised more and ate healthier foods. But the risks that come
from insufficient exercise and poor diet rarely make people afraid.’

Why are our fears misplaced? A central reason is that some dangers

"

come readily to mind. Vivid examples of harm are often " available" to

our thinking, even if those vivid examples are not representative of real-
ity. And when a harm is not so vivid, it may not be available to our
minds, and hence we may neglect a serious risk. 1 give particular em-

phasis to " availability cascades," which occur when fear of particular
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risks spreads like wildfire throughout a society. Sometimes availability
cascades do a lot of good, becausc they alert people to a real problem
that had previously been neglected. But sometimes availability cascades
make people far more afraid than they need to he.

The simplest response to misplaced fear is also simple: People need
information. Knowledge is societys first line of defense against danger. If
a serious problem is emerging, people should learn about it, so that they
can protect themselves. If people are becoming fearful of a small risk,
people should learn that the risk is small, so that they can live their lives
without fear.

Much of this book explores the uses of cost — benefit analysis, an i-
dea that can be quite confusing. In defending cost — benefit analysis, I
am mostly arguing for greater information. If a risk is serious, it will im-
pose high costs — — not simply monetary costs, but costs in terms of hu-
man health and human life. ( Animals matter too, of course. ) If a risk
is not serious, it will impose low costs. And we need to know not simply
the size of the problem, but also the costs of addressing it. Sometimes
efforts to reduce risks create new risks, even serious ones. Sometimes ef-
forts to reduce risks cost large sums of money, in a way that hurts econo-
mies and hence real human beings, sometimes the most disadvantaged
members of society. We cannot handle risks well without knowing about
the costs and benefits of reducing them.

In the late 1980s, I was privileged to spend a wonderful two — week
period in China, where I was treated with great kindness and generosity.
I have a great deal of admiration and affection for the nation and its peo-
ple. If some of this book turns out to be helpful in thinking about issues
that now face China, 1 will be most gratified.

Cass. R. Sunstein
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