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Abstract  
This paper analyses the ethical aspects contained within the precautionary 
principle’s approach towards its goal of risk minimisation/prevention, namely, 
balancing the views of the expert and non-expert within the environmental 
decision-making process. It will analyse views that either integrate or discount 
public opinion within the PP’s decision-making process, and also the ethical issues 
surrounding the information received by the public in relation to environmental 
risks. It will be broken into three stages: (i) Libertarianism: Policymakers should 
provide the public with all of the information that is available, in relation to risks 
they face, and should let them decide for themselves about what actions should be 
taken. However, the general public might not understand the details of this 
information, leading to irrational actions being taken that do not represent the 
probability, impact, or importance of these risks. (ii) Paternalism: Deciding what is 
best for the public and implementing policies accordingly, or only providing 
limited information, is the best approach to take towards risk. The public would not 
understand a lot of the technical jargon used and their views towards risk are often 
irrational. However, this raises the ethical issue that these types of policies do not 
represent the public’s interests. (iii) Risk Information: Information received about a 
specific risk(s), or lack thereof, is vital in how risks are perceived. There is the 
potential for alarmist-type reactions towards risk because of the quality and 
quantity of media coverage, which has the capacity to distort the reality and 
likelihood of a risk. This can blind individuals’ capacity to understand accurate 
levels of probability, and can thus cause governments to act on their population’s 
misguided views surrounding these risks. 
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Introduction 
Sustainable development advocates tend to approach risk in a precautious manner, 
often adopting the ‘precautionary principle’ as a means to aid it in the decision-
making process. The precautionary principle (PP) originated out of a desire to 
formalise precautionary ideals within environmental policy. It promotes an ideal of 
precaution when activities potentially threaten human health or the environment, 
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and places the onus of responsibility on those taking the action to show that they 
are safe. When there is a lack of scientific certainty about a potential harm there is 
a responsibility to err on the precautious side until it can be established that there 
are no risks, or at the very least, they are minimal or somewhat acceptable. The 
precautionary principle states that when there is a potential harm contained within 
an action, there should be a responsibility on those proposing the risk to show that 
there is no risk, or that the risk is minimal.  

 
When an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the 
environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if 
some cause and effect relationships are not fully established 
scientifically. In this context the proponent of an activity, rather 
than the public, should bear the burden of proof. The process of 
applying the Precautionary Principle must be open, informed and 
democratic and must include potentially affected parties.1 

 
Essentially, policymakers need to balance the expert and non-expert’s views 

within an open, informed and democratic decision-making process. The general 
public’s opinions of risk are often based on different assumptions, values, and 
perceptions than the expert’s views. Therefore, for a PP to work best it must take 
into account both the expert and non-expert’s views of risk. However, taking 
public values into account can be a difficult task because of the large variation and 
diversity of beliefs within society. Also, the lay person may arrive at conclusions 
that are based on false information, ignorance, or simply, lack of care about the 
environment. Even if the public is fully informed about risks, there is no certainty 
that they will follow the same line of thought as the expert.  

Also, if our views always completely mirrored the expert’s views, then what 
would be the point of retrieving public opinion in the first place?  Another problem 
is that the general public is often too easily swayed by emotions and misguided 
information instead of basing their decisions on the best available scientific data. If 
these points are indeed true, should we leave the decisions with the experts, or 
should policymakers take a balanced decision, one that embraces both the views of 
the expert and the non-expert?  

If the policymaker tries to strike a balance between the experts’ analyses and 
the layperson’s values, they would need to somewhat extract elements of irrational 
fear and passivity out of the decision-making process. The incorporation of public 
perception is of vital importance within the PP because it needs to incorporate 
societal values within its framework. This ultimately underpins the success or 
failure of the PP from the very start because without a level of public opinion it 
descends back into draconian authoritarian measures.  
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On first appearance, it would appear that when there is a great deal of public 
concern over a particular risk, it would be democratic to initiate legislation and 
policy representing these concerns. Even when public opinion is misled, 
unsubstantiated, or blown way out of proportion, policy is still supposed to 
represent the voice of its people. Therefore, should policymakers and scientists 
provide the public with unrestricted information on risk findings or should they 
implement policies based on what they deem to be the best approach to take? This 
problem creates a split in the value we place on public opinion in environmental 
risk management and can be illustrated in two specific positions: Paternalism and 
libertarianism. I will now discuss both of these frameworks and then analyse what 
they can potentially bring to the precautionary principle.  

There is a split in philosophical thought as to whether or not scientists and 
policymakers have a responsibility to inform the public about risks, and if so, what 
should this responsibility be? The libertarian claims that all findings should be 
disclosed to the population without any restrictions, while on the other hand, 
paternalism states policymakers must withhold certain information from being 
released because it is in the public’s better interest that this process remains with 
the policymakers and scientists. Otherwise, a lot of the information received by the 
public would cause unnecessary pandemonium and fear.  

The libertarian view proposes that policymakers and scientists should provide 
the public with all of the relevant information they have and let them decide for 
themselves. This would respect the public’s liberties but it also has the potential to 
harm them. For example, they might not understand or appreciate this information, 
leading to them being mislead or abused through misunderstood and misguided 
policies.  

While on the other hand, there is the option of deciding what is best for the 
public and implementing policies accordingly. However, this could lead to the 
implementation of polices that are not in the public’s interests or wishes, and which 
could also disrespect public values. In the next section I will analyse some 
difficulties contained within the libertarian viewpoint, followed by a paternalistic 
response.  

 
1 Libertarianism 
If scientists disseminate information about their findings in a completely 
unrestricted manner, as the libertarian position proposes, this could potentially lead 
to a destructive effect because of the public’s reaction. Unrestricted publication of 
scientific findings may lead to an irrational level of fear of risk as there would be 
no barriers to filter out mere opinions and findings that are either limited in their 
data, proof, or lacking peer-reviewed status. Any scientist could make any claim 
that appears within their findings, despite its lack of scientific merit.  
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For example, if there was scientific research completed and the findings 
somehow made a connection between the use of computers and skin cancer, this 
point would not necessarily make it a causal relationship. It would need to be 
empirically proven that there was a certain causal link between the two, the 
findings would have to be peer-reviewed from another authority, and there would 
have to be several other conducted experiments before it could be conclusively 
proven to be true.  

However, the libertarian viewpoint would claim that the initial preliminary 
findings should be distributed to the general public, despite their serious lack of a 
quality review status and despite the fact that this could potentially cause an 
irrational precautionary reaction. Some consequences of this would be that: People 
would quit their jobs if it involved many hours of computer work, some people 
may revert to more primitive forms of communication, and there would be a 
subsequent knock-on effect on the computer industry, and technology as a whole. 
These are just a few examples of how this method of releasing information could 
cause widespread panic, despite the lack of likelihood of the risk coming into 
effect. This is what Sunstein claimed to be exemplary of irrational and emotion-led 
attitudes to risk, and this is why a paternalistic form of governance is more 
suitable. 

Sunstein claims that people’s attitudes and aversions to risk are inherently 
emotion-laden and often irrational and inaccurate. Perceptions of threat tend to 
create greater concerns around certain risks that often have a far lower probability 
of occurring. Public perception is often concerned with risks that do not necessarily 
have a high probability of occurring.2 He claims that the very opposite of this is 
also true however, as the general public can show no concern at all towards a 
potential threat, or may be oblivious to it altogether.  

‘Probability neglect’ is the term which refers to the tendency to overlook risks 
of high probability because the outcomes of those risks scare one into ignoring 
them out of fear.3 This tendency is often based on irrational judgments about the 
risk itself or by overemphasising other terrible outcomes that have less possibility 
of occurring. Even if all of the relevant information is freely available, there is still 
a great divergence in what is deemed to be a ‘risk’ and what levels of probability 
should be accepted.  

Public perception towards risk is deeply embedded in the psychological make-
up of a population and is also heavily controlled by both the information received 
and the overall emotional attitude towards risk within the social psyche. Emotions 
play a massive role in the public’s view of risk and danger, with the more vivid, 
detailed, and descriptive accounts of dangerous outcomes often leading to higher 
levels of public concern. There is also the process of ‘cascading’ at work during 
our social interactions, whereby, one person’s fears are communicated to another, 
which can have a knock-on multiplying effect.4 Individuals can very often 
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overemphasise these issues in their daily interactions with others, taking these fears 
as truisms, amplifying and exaggerating them within their own personal 
interactions. 

Sunstein claims that people’s views of risk are often influenced by a number of 
other factors also, such as population consensus. When individuals see that a large 
percentage of the population believe in a certain risk or are worried by a certain 
risk, others are more easily persuaded into believing likewise. Individuals can also 
be influenced by the acceptance and endorsement of risk by certain key figures or 
influential people. For example, if a president publicly expresses his/her opinions 
on the future of a recession in their country, many would believe in this opinion, 
regardless of the merit or economic factuality of their views.  

Sunstein claims that the majority of people make judgments about risks based 
on intuition and emotions, instead of grounding them in scientific factuality. In 
contradistinction to this, the expert assesses risks based on cost-benefit analysis 
and scientific evidence, and is generally more informed and better equipped at 
making decisions than the ‘ordinary person’. He also claims that the expert should 
not become entangled in the emotion-led state of affairs of the general public, but 
their views should instead be based on empirical risk analysis. Sunstein’s 
framework does not give ample consideration to the possibility that the expert 
might also fall prey to the same accusations he accuses the lay person of―opinions 
guided by emotion and intuition. They have an expertise and knowledge of risk so 
it somehow frees them from subjectively-led biased opinions, one can conclude 
from Sunstein’s remarks.  

A few examples of how risk assessments can be distorted or biased by experts 
are: Manipulation of data, affiliation to specific organisations or companies, and 
even by arbitrarily concentrating on one particular area of risk over another. 
However, Sunstein still somehow deduces that public opinion is something 
different, and is more easily swayed than the expert’s opinions. He proposes that 
the expert should attempt to persuade the general public to follow their guidance 
towards the correct conclusion.  

 
2 Paternalistic Governance of Risk 
Sunstein proposes a clearly paternalistic style of governing risk, one that is guided 
by institutional forces that try to convince the general public into believing that 
these threats to their community are real, rather than allowing them to decide for 
themselves. Sunstein’s view of the public is patronising, because it claims that they 
are predominantly led by intuition and are devoid of reflective and deliberative 
judgments. His idea of deliberative democracy is inherently ‘vote-centric’, as the 
public votes for their elected representatives, who then deliberate upon behalf of 
their citizens through their power in government.  
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As Kusch rightfully claims, this is not deliberative democracy at all, but is 
instead, the old system in which deliberative democracy was created in order to 
avoid: ‘For Sunstein deliberative democracy means the creation of institutions 
designed to guarantee that the best scientific opinions win the day – even if this 
involves state agencies in paternalist manipulation of an ignorant and fearful 
public’.5  

However, public opinion of risk needs to be retrieved from a society that is not 
coerced or forced into thinking in a certain way. Instead, they should be provided 
with all of the relevant information, and uncertainty within that information, in 
order to establish their own opinions of what should be done. A paternalistic 
attitude to risk and risk prevention is not a suitable and respectful one, but instead 
relinquishes autonomy and control from citizens’ lives.  

Instead, governments and institutions should give information to the public, 
which would respect their right to choose whether or not to take a particular risk. 
This approach also develops a participatory interaction between the population and 
policymakers, and provides a more integrative method of risk analysis and 
decision-making. Lambert et. al propose that this approach respects the autonomy 
of the individual by giving them information about potential risks in the effort to 
enable them with the ability of preventing these risks through precautionary 
actions.6 However, the information that the public often receive about risks are 
distorted and jeopardised by third parties and interest groups.  

 
3 Information Received on Risk 
Information received about a specific risk, or lack thereof, is vital in how a risk is 
perceived. There is the potential for alarmist-type reactions that are often the result 
of media coverage, but this coverage does not always accurately reflect the reality 
of the risks assessed. This information can blind individuals’ capacity to 
understand accurate levels of probability, and can cause governments to act on 
their population’s sometimes misguided views of risk. Media coverage of threats 
can grossly undermine the actual probability of an event and this has the potential 
to distort public perception.  

If individuals see tragic accidents on the news, the fear that that incident will 
happen to them is amplified. However, the alternatives to these risks can often be 
more dangerous and risk-prone than the risk they are trying to avoid. For example, 
‘[i]n the aftermath of a rail accident people consequently refuse to travel on trains, 
and use their cars instead, which are far more dangerous’.7 

The media has a strong control over what the public knows, likes, are afraid of, 
and the risks they deem to be important. However, because of this responsibility – 
or rather, manipulation of responsibility – the media often overlooks environmental 
damage unless it is on an unprecedented scale or has already received a great deal 
of public outcry or governmental concern. It has to be ‘newsworthy’ and attract 
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consumers’ attention to make the news. Our everyday destructive environmental 
habits, pollution, overconsumption, destruction of rainforests, and so forth, is often 
not newsworthy enough and is greatly lowered in the level of public concern due to 
its lack of coverage. Because certain areas are not given a great deal of concern by 
the media, the public may become despondent towards them and in turn, do not 
demand actions to combat these risks. Within risk analysis, there is an apparent 
relationship between the media, the public and the government.  

These three agents have a symbiotic relationship when it comes to risk because 
all three strongly influence one another in relation to what is shown, of concern, 
and implemented into policy. Governmental officials, through the use of the media, 
can create greater fears about risks, while the general public can dictate what the 
media shows, and the media often forces the public to demand action from their 
governments through their coverage. Therefore, each agent has a powerful effect 
on the overall perception and action towards risk and this should be made 
transparent as much as possible in order to allow individuals make clear and 
informed decisions about risk policy. 

 
Conclusion 
Even if there is a full and open provision of information, its dissemination and 
readership is questionable due to the quantity and quality of media coverage and 
public demand for that information. It is not as easy as simply providing all of the 
information and then governmental responsibility is achieved. It is also not as easy 
as just accept public opinion fully because there might be levels of irrational and 
fearful judgments.  

Policymakers need to assess both the views of the expert and the general public 
within policy, because if policymakers ignore societal values and beliefs, they 
undermine the PP as a representative framework within the sustainability 
movement. Regulators and risk assessors need to provide the public with relevant 
information on risks, and uncertainties contained within these risks, so that they 
can make informed decisions.  

Information provided to the public should be transparent, detailing the levels of 
certainty and uncertainty contained within them. There is a need to balance the 
experts’ views of a particular risk with an informed public opinion of that risk. For 
policymakers, this involves understanding the levels of uncertainty contained 
within the experts’ analysis of risk, and also the levels of irrationality contained 
within the public’s perception of these risks.  

In order to establish an ethically-feasible method of governance one needs to 
establish a way of releasing information to the public that would not jeopardise 
their own safety by feeding them preliminary information and also not hide 
information from them in the paternalistic belief that policymakers and scientists 
know best. There is also a strong need to evaluate the information that a public 



The Precautionary Principle, Libertarianism, and Paternalism 
 
 

receives in relation to environmental risks, and for the media to disclose the 
context, probability, and scientific reality of what they report to the public. 
However, as we all know, what the media should do, and what the media does do, 
are often two very different things. 
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