
revised 9/2/82 

Targeting Risks: 

Comment on Wilde's "Theory of Risk Homeostasis" 

Paul Slovic and Baruch Fischhoff 

Decision Research 
1201 Oak Street 

Eugene., Oregon 97401 

A fundamental premise of government and industry safety policies is that 

it is possible to reduce the rate and sev�rity of accidents by improving the 

design of machines and the environments in which they are used and increasing 

the skill of their human operators. Wilde's(!) Theory of Risk Homeostasis 

constitutes a frontal attack on this premise and, accordingly, on the safety 

measures based on it. Wilde is to be congratulated for carefully and 

explicitly setting out a fascinating theory of risk-taking behavior. In 

addition to its theoretical interest, his proposal has important practical 

implications making it worthy of detailed, critical examination. To the 

extent that it is valid, the theory points to a need for significant changes 

in how society allocates its resources so as to maximize health and safety 

without sacrificing economic vitality·and productivity. Our comments here 

shall focus on three general topics. The first is the nature of the theory 

and its assumptions. The second is the potential for testing the theory. The 

third is the inherent limitations of theories that attempt to deal with risk 

issues in isolation. Although we remain skeptical of the truth of this 

theory, we find it highly productive of .research questions, answers to which 

could marke.dly improve safety policy. 

Theory and Assumptions 

History 

Homeostatic theories have been around for many years. In 1859, Bernard(2) 

postulated a gen.eral law of constancy of the internal physiological 
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maintain an equilibrium condition. Unlike the others, it postulates a 

volitional mechanism for achieving that state, the desire to maintain a 

constant level of risk. Like the others, it has inherent strengths and 

weaknesses. Among the former, are its generality and simplicity. Among the 

latter, are the existence of situations in which it could not operate and the 

existence of known behavioral effects that contradict it. If those situations 

are common and those effects are powerful, then the practical implications of 

the theory might be quite limited�even if it is true. The status of its 

empirical validation is the topic of the next section. 

Testing the Homeostatic Theory of Risk 

Wilde carefully pointed out that he had not tested his theory. Rather, he 

was advancing it as a hypothesis·, along with some data that might support or 

elaborate it. Cle_arly, the homeostatic theory needs to be verified if it is 

to be taken seriously as a model of behavior and a guide to policy. 

Such verification appears, however, to be difficult. The theory contains 

numerous unspecified parameters that enable it to explain data post hoc 

without enhancing. its predictive capabilities. Each of the limiting 

conditions noted in the previous section provides a potential reason (or 

excuse) for why homeostasis failed to express itself in a particular 

situation. Thus, if a safety intervention reduced accident rates (without 

obviously increasing motivation to be safer), one could defend- homeostasis by 

claiming that people had misperceived (underestimated) the intervention's 

effectiveness, or that there had been insufficient time for adjustment, or 

that risks were previously above people's target level for that activity. 

Like any other theory, homeostasis can also be defended against apparently 

contradictory evidence by attacking the·research design. For example, one 
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