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There are plenty of
things to be afraid of.

So choose carefully

By Jeff Wise
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evidence of health risks.
Parents’ fear of vaccination
actually ends up exposing
kids to very real risk. And
during flu season, we scrub
our hands religiously, wrong-
ly assuming that it combats
sneeze-bome viruses.
Conversely, as the above
matrix shows, there are
things you need to fear more
this year. But you won't,
since some threats con-
sistently fail to set off our
inner alarms, so we're apt to
endanger ourselves by over-
looking them. Americans
consistently underestimate
the danger of driving.
Why? Because we feel in
control, which powerfully
dampens fear. We also tend
to overestimate our own
competence—especially
when we're texting or

talking on a cell phone while
driving, which dramatically
increases the odds that
we'll crash. Last year, more
than 30,000 Americans died
In car crashes, compared
with zero in commercial

alr travel.

Do you control what
you eat? Most Americans
would say yes, but that
opinion is largely the result
of what psychologists call
optimism bias. In reality,
most of us are overweight *
and getting fatter, under-
mining our health and cut-
ting our life expectancy.
The illusion of control
prevents us from feeling
the jolt of terror that might
spark a behavioral change.

Americans don't worry
much about nuclear war
anymore, even though

the list of nuclear states

is grawing. “With current
stockpiles, you could come
close to wiping out human-
Ity,” says Charles Blalr, a
risk analyst at the Federa-
tion of American Sclentists.
The danger doesn't regls-
ter because of a mental
phenomenon called the
avallability heuristic: we
respond only to things that
are easy to call to mind.
Since the media hardly talk
about nuclear war anymore,
we don't easily imagine or
fear the A-bomb.

And therein lies the
problem: sometimes the
only thing we have to fear
Is a lack of fear itself.

Wise Is the author of
Extreme Fear: The Scilence
of Your Mind in Danger
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