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My background 

ÅEducated in chemistry, specialising in nuclear 

chemistry/environmental chemistry at University Manchester 

Å1989: PhD on the environmental impacts of Chernobyl in 

UK/Cumbria. 

Å1990 Post doc in Norway 

Å1992 Scholarship from Norwegian Research Council to study 

ethical aspects of radiation protection 

Å Present:  

ÅResearch Director, Centre for Environmental Radioactivity 

(CERAD - Norwegian Centre of Excellence) 

ÅProf II University of Oslo (Ethics Programme) teaching 

research ethics to PhD students in natural sciences 

ÅLeading ICRP Task Group on Ethical Foundations of 

Radiation Protection Principles       
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Overview 

ÅIntroduction  

ÅRadiation Risk Perception  

ÅCommon Values 

ÅPrinciples of Medical Ethics  

ÅEthical Theories  

ÅImplications for Radiation Risk Management 

Take home message: Many of the factors 
influencing the perception of radiation risks 
have strong grounding in ethical values 
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Weiss Rat Control Experiments (1971) 

ÅClassic experiments studying 

the impact of control on 

stress. 

ÅOriginal experiment: Three 

groups of rats: 1) No shock; 

2) Control over the shock 3) 

No control over the shock 

ÅGroup 2 + 3 were yoked 

together so both rats 

received the same amount of 

electric shock but only one 

could ñturn offò the 

electricity.  

Weiss, J. 1972. "Psychological Factors in Stress and Disease." Scientific 

American, 226: 104. 
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Strong physiological link between stress and 
control. Cross cultural, cross species!  
 
Importance of personal control also has a strong 
cross-cultural societal and ethical value   
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Oughton, D.H. 1996. Ethical values in radiological protection, Radiation Protection Dosimetry, 68: 

203-208;  Oughton, D.H. 1996. Aversion to radiation: an ethical perspective, In: Radiation and 

Society: Comprehending Radiation Risk. (ed. D. Delves) IAEA-CN-54, IAEA:Vienna 171-175.. 
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Chernobyl and Psychological Heath Effects 

ÅñThe social and psychological 
consequences of Chernobyl far 
outweigh any direct heath 
effects from radiation 
exposureò (IAEA, 1991, + +)  

ÅThe enormous social and 

economic costs raised 

questions about the ethical 

justification of dose reduction 

measures 

ÅClaims that problems 

grounded in the ñirrationalò 

perception of radiation risks in 

the public 
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ñExpertò frustration 

éthe waste of monetary and manpower resources due 
to an irrational phobia, in particular of ñartificialò 
radiationémay be seen as one of the many 
meaningless luxuries which only a few countries are 
able to afford..the reasons for this unbalanced 
perception reflects the basic psychological problems of 
less educated persons (Becker 1996) 

S
o

c
ia

l a
n

d
 E

th
ic

a
l A

s
p

e
c
ts  ï

 D
e

b
o

ra
h

 O
u

g
h

to
n

. F
M

U
 2

0
1

3 



N
O

R
W

E
G

IA
N

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y

 O
F

 L
IF

E
 S

C
IE

N
C

E
S

 

Public perception of risk 

ÅòExpert Iò ï the public is 

ignorant, misunderstands risks, 

is irrational in attitude towards 

risks (smoke and drive but 

rejects much smaller risks 

associated with GM foods, 

biotechnology, nuclear power) 

 

ÅòExpert IIò ï the publicôs 

perception of risk is complex 

(psychological, societal, ethical, 

é)  
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Misconception:  
1) Aversion to radiation risk is (mostly/only) due 
to misunderstanding about the probabilities of 
harm  
2) Educating people about risks will make those 
risks more acceptable 
 
 
   
 
Reality: Probability of harm is only one 
dimension of risk acceptability 
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Rank according 

to òprobability of 

deathò 

Rank according 

to òriskò 

Smoking Genetically modified 

organisms 

Driving Nuclear power 

Alcohol Alcohol 

Survey of Oslo commuters, asked to rank the same 
list of hazards (Oughton, 1996) 
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Underlying Ethical Values Influencing Radiation Risk 
Perception 

ÅAutonomy  and Personal Control 

ÅJustice  and Distribution of Risks  

ÅCommunity Values and Societal Impacts  

 

 

Relevance can be grounded in ethical theories, common cultural 

values, biomedical principles, é 

 

 

Risk Management and Disaster Education needs to address 
these issues as part of a holistic understanding of risk 
perception 

 

 

S
o

c
ia

l a
n

d
 E

th
ic

a
l A

s
p

e
c
ts  ï

 D
e

b
o

ra
h

 O
u

g
h

to
n

. F
M

U
 2

0
1

3 



N
O

R
W

E
G

IA
N

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y

 O
F

 L
IF

E
 S

C
IE

N
C

E
S

 

UTILITARIANISM DEONTOLOGY VITRUE ETHICS 
Ethical  

Theories 

Biomedical 

Principles 

Value-basis 

Conceptualised as:  

Broadly compatible with the principles of:  

Autonomy Non-Maleficence Beneficence 

SOCIETY 

RELIGION 
MORALITY 

CULTURE 

POLITICS 

SCIENCE 

Justice 

Biomedical Ethics 
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Biomedical Ethical Principles 

ÅRespect for autonomy  (a norm of respecting the free -
will and decision-making capacities of self-governing 
persons) 

ÅNonmaleficence  (a norm of avoiding the causation of 
harm) 

ÅBeneficence  (a group of norms for providing benefits)  

ÅJustice (a group of norms for distributing                    
benefits, risks and costs fairly) 

 

Beauchamps and Childress, 1979 
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16 

What is the Right Thing to Do? 

Ethical Theories 

ÅUtilitarianism - Welfare?  

ÅDeontology ï Autonomy/Freedom? 

ÅVirtue Ethics ï The common good? 

ÅContractarianism ï Distribution of risks 

and benefits? 

 

é IN WESTERN PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

www.justiceharvard.org  ALLEA 2010ï Deborah 
Oughton 
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Utilitarianism/Consequentialism 

ÅñThe greatest happiness of the 
greatest numberò (Jeremy 
Bentham 1748-1832; John Stuart 
Mill 1806-1873). 

ÅWeighing positive and negative 
consequences 

ÅEthical significance depends on 
outcomes, not on intrinsic values 
of acts themselves 
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Deontology (Immanuel Kant, 1724-1804) 

ÅAlways treat human beings as ends 

in themselves and never merely as 

means 

ÅSome actions are impermissible 

whatever the consequences 

(lying, killing, breaking 

promises) 

ÅGolden rule ñDo unto others as you 
would they would do unto youò 

(Bible)  
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Virtue Ethics (Aristotle) 

ÅTelos - the fulfilled state (or end or goal) of an agent 
or organism.  

ÅEudaimonia - well-being, flourishing 

ÅHuman virtues: excellence of character (honesty, 
gentleness, courage, truthfulness) 

ÅRenaissance in 1980ôs: Greater                          
focus on the community rather                             
than the individual (Charles                                  
Taylor; Alastair MacIntyre) 
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Justice and Contactarianism 

ÅSocial contract theory (John Rawls, 

Theory of Justice, 1971) 

ÅDecisions on the rules that should 

govern society should be made from 

behind a ñveil of ignoranceò wherein 

members do not what place the 

have 

ÅChose principle of liberty and 

principle wherein distribution of 

societal goods would improve the 

situation of the worst -off  

ÅParticular focus on the distribution 

of risks and benefits  
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Common Ethical Values 

ÅAutonomy  and Personal Control 

ÅJustice  and Fairness  

ÅCommunity Values and Societal 

Impacts  

 

 

 

 

 

Sissela Bok (Common Values); 

Michael J. Sandals, ++++  
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Ethical Values and Radiation Risk Perception 

ÅAutonomy, dignity, integrity  

ÅControl over situation 

ÅConsent to risks 

ÅChoice   

ÅParticipation in decision-making 

 

 

 

ÅPractical implications: self-help,                                    

transparency about policy, stakeholder engagement, local-

monitoring, é 
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