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Wrestling with risks, predictable and otherwise

I am writing this less than a week after the Virginia Tech calamity in which 32 people were killed in a senselessly violent rampage.  I remain as preoccupied with this dreadful event as anyone else, and so although I tried, I have failed to concentrate on any other topic.   
But my job in this column is to offer information of practical value, not commiserate over shared grief.  So while acknowledging the grief, I turn, instead, to fear- an emotion overflowing with practical implications for health.  Fear is related to risk; risk is related to vulnerabilities; and vulnerabilities often can be, yet too seldom are, identified and minimized, or even eliminated.  Far more common threats to our sons and daughters than school violence- from accidental injury to chronic diseases- are largely predictable, and substantially preventable.

Being frightened is healthy.  Evolutionary biologists have written extensively about the merits of fear.  Like pain, fear is a tool in the service of survival, helping steer us around threats to life and limb.

But like so many of our native adaptations to a simpler world, fear may not work as it should in the modern environment.  In an age of 24-hour cable news, cell phone cameras and YouTube, the dangers that loom largest are apt to be the most dramatic, not the most common.  The scientific evidence that drama distorts our perception of risk is consistent and strong.
Random violence, admittedly, is a fearsome thing.  We fear for ourselves, and perhaps even more, we fear for those we love.  With two teenage daughters heading off to college in the fall, I found carnage on a college campus a uniquely frightening event.
While dramatic, the threat of school-associated violence to our children is, thankfully, remote.  Homicide is the 2nd leading cause of death among 15 to 19 year-olds in the United States, accounting for slightly less than 2000 deaths a year.  Of these, on average only 1%, or about 20 deaths a year, are in any way school related according to a 2004 paper in the journal Adolescent Psychiatry.  The violent deaths away from school are of course no less tragic, but they are, in general, less random.

While more dramatic, violence is generally far less of a threat to our children than cars.  Car crashes are the single leading contributor to the 14,000 or so annual deaths among 15 to 19 year olds, accounting for nearly 40%- almost three times as much as violence.  These fatalities overwhelmingly relate to alcohol use, speeding, and failure to wear seatbelts.  In other words, this very large threat is both predictable, and reducible.
Nearly 800 bicyclists, many of them children, die in the US each year- a death rate nearly 40 times that due to school-associated violence.   Some 2/3 of these deaths are the result of brain trauma preventable nearly 90% of the time with regular use of a helmet.   

Thankfully, the overall death rate in teenagers is low.  Based on recent US Census data, the total death rate for 15 to 19 year olds is approximately 7 per 10,000.   The biggest threats to our teenage sons and daughters are actually lurking in wait for them some years down the line.
There are 30 times as many total deaths each year in the US among people aged 45 to 64 as among teenagers, and the death rate for this group, roughly 6 per 1000, is more than ten times higher.  Well over half of these are due to just two causes: cancer, and heart disease.  The origins of both of these conditions occur years earlier, in early adulthood or even the late teenage years.  Leading contributors in most cases are lifestyle choices we can control: tobacco use, the quality of diet, physical activity, and regulation of body weight.  When the right choices are made in each of these categories, as much as 80% of heart disease and 60% of cancer is avoidable.
Over age 65, of course, the death rate rises dramatically, to nearly 52 per 1000, more than 70 times higher than the death rate in teenagers.  These deaths may be timely, but many are not, still robbing people of potentially good years.  Of the roughly 1.8 million deaths that occur each year in this age group, over 1.2 million are due to just four mostly preventable diseases with origins years and decades earlier: heart disease, cancer, stroke, and pulmonary disease related to smoking.
The tragedy of the Virginia Tech massacre cannot be exaggerated, but the relative threat of random campus violence to our children can be.  Drama and danger do not equate.  Even lightening, which claims roughly 70 lives a year in the US, is a more common hazard than school violence.
If you fear for the well being of your children- and what loving parent does not?- think more about probability than drama.  Recognize that children won’t be children forever, and that the foundation for their health as adults is being built right now.  Don’t smoke, eat well, be active, never drink and drive, and always use a seat belt.  You’ll be teaching your children to do the same- and just maybe saving their lives.
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