 
Risk expert, Gerd Gigerenzer, believes that we talk a lot about risk, but that we don’t really understand it very well. In particular, Gigerenzer believes that in trying to avoid risk, sometimes we make matters worse rather than better.
For example, when we hear a news story about a frightening incident involving an aeroplane, many of us will choose to avoid air travel and instead get behind the wheel of a car. But statistically, there is clear evidence that even though scary things happen in aeroplanes, driving clearly poses a greater threat to personal safety than flying does. According to the World Health Organization, 1.24 million deaths occurred on the world’s roads in 2010 while the per year average for deaths while travelling in an airliner is 720 people globally.

Here are three lessons we can draw from Gigerenzer’s research.

A

According to Gigerenzer, we’re all aware of the risk of various common diseases – cancer, heart disease and so on – and many people choose to go for regular medical checkups to try to avoid these. They believe expert advice will help them reduce the odds of developing a serious illness. But Gigerenzer isn’t convinced. ‘I follow the evidence’, he says, pointing out that there are not fewer cases of disease among those who visit the doctor regularly. ‘They just get more treatment, take more medication, and worry more often’, he says, adding that this is another example of creating problems by trying too hard to avoid them.

Gigerenzer once did an experiment. He stopped people in the street at random, gave them a list of companies, and asked them a single question: Which ones have you heard of? He then invested in those companies, and also in companies recommended by financial experts. Which investments performed better? Perhaps surprisingly, the ones named by people in the street. And it turns out that this isn’t just random luck. There’s actually a correlation between how well companies perform and how well known they are – though Gigerenzer admits that of course there are many exceptions.
B

In politics and business, feelings and intuition – gut instincts – are not openly considered a good guide for assessing risk and making important decisions. People often feel that if they rely on their heart rather than their head, they run the risk of making serious mistakes. However, Gigerenzer points out that people with a lot of experience who have shown good judgement in the past are very likely to be able to assess situations unconsciously, and will often have a better understanding of a situation than can be expressed by complex data or statistical predictions. One reason that gut instinct is important is that many systems – the global financial system, for example – behave in ways that are ultimately unpredictable. So when the evidence is unclear or extremely complex, following your heart can be a good solution.

C

In 2011, England’s National Health Service reported that the number of individual prescriptions for antidepressants in the country had increased. The news media immediately interpreted this to mean that more people were depressed, and ran headlines about the ‘depression crisis’. But statistics expert Dr Ben Goldacre points out that while you might think the only reason for more antidepressants would be more depression, it could easily be the case that doctors are writing more frequent prescriptions for smaller amounts to reduce the risk of patients taking too many pills. Goldacre cautions strongly against assuming relationships between the statistical information available and possible underlying causes.

D

In all areas of life, people regularly need to make quick decisions in situations where there is uncertainty or a lack of complete information. The mind can be seen as a set of tools: your ability to learn, your memory and your ability to reason. Whether you’re aware of it or not, they work together whenever you have to make a choice or decision or calculate a risk. That doesn’t mean you’ll always get it right, but it does mean your mind may have a natural capacity to calculate risk – one that maybe you didn’t even know about.
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