




Precautionary paralysis

Do the known unknowns and 
unknown unknowns prevent us from 
making any decisions, or from taking 
any action, if we rely on the 
precautionary principle?

Is it overly risk-averse?

Is it anti-science, anti-progress? 



Risk 

assessment

What risks are 

worth taking?

What’s the worst 

that could 

happen?
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=zORv8wwiadQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zORv8wwiadQ


The cynical 
view

Who’s assessing 

the risks?

What are their 

underlying values?



A bit closer to home...

We all know that we should consume less 

sugar, drink less alcohol...

• According to a recent study, there’s no

safe level of alcohol consumption in relation

to cancer and pregnant women

• Moderate drinking may in fact be healthier

for the heart than total abstention

• How do we balance our enjoyment of 

drinking against the uncertain risks?

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/drink-is-probably-bad-for-us-
but-should-we-stop

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/drink-is-probably-bad-for-us-but-should-we-stop


The precautionary principle –
further questions and issues

• The precautionary principle shares one of the problems of Utilitarianism –

that consequences are not always predictable.

• Is the precautionary principle just a version of Negative Utilitarianism, the 

avoidance of harm to the greatest number?  

• Are there any values underlying the precautionary principle? Or do we all 

bring our own values and preferences to the table?

• How do we balance present benefits against future harms?

• Do different decisions stem from different values, or from weighing up facts 

differently, or from differing preferences between present and future 

benefits and problems? 


