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VICTOR SAUNDERS

The Peltzman Effect

What has the automotive industry got to do with climbing? Well, quite 
a lot as it turns out. I have recently been spending quite a bit of  time 

thinking about risk, climbing and skiing. Shortly after Christmas my friend 
and fellow Alpine Club member Ben Tibbetts was lucky to survive an ava-
lanche on a mountain directly in front of  my house. He had of  course all the 
usual safety equipment and a huge amount of  knowledge about avalanche, 
and yet he barely escaped with his life. The escapade led to bracing cups  
of  tea, since Ben doesn’t drink beer, and long conversations about the level 
of  risk we accept in the mountains.

When I was a student there was a popular theory in climbing circles. The 
idea was you always accepted the same level of  risk. There’s a name for 
this hypothesis: risk homeostasis. I didn’t think much about it at the time;  
it seemed pretty obvious to a climber. You would only do a climb if  the level 
of  protection were appropriate to the difficulty. What I didn’t realise at the 
time was that this idea came out of  the automotive industry.

In the 1970s, Sam Peltzmann, now an emeritus professor at the Univer-
sity of  Chicago, was working on a novel idea. His working theory was all 
about the unintended consequences of  the clever safety features newly avail-
able for cars being advertised. He believed they prompted an increase in 

Ski tourers approaching the Col du Berard above Chamonix. (Ben Tibbetts)
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risky driver behaviour. Drivers were in effect compensating for these new 
safety features by driving faster, effectively eliminating their benefit. It was 
obvious to Peltzman that for safety features to work they had to be invisible 
to the driver.

In the ensuing decades new ideas about risk homeostasis, for and against, 
where it couldn’t be demonstrated and where it could, came tumbling out. 
The ideas were controversial and often heavily criticised. Essentially, people 
were in denial that their behaviour could eliminate the benefits of  safety 
equipment.

While it would be cynical to think the main objections to these hypo-
theses came from the safety industry, it did seem probable that the main 
beneficiaries of  expensive and visible safety features were going to be com-
mercial entities, whereas the main beneficiaries of  hidden safety features 
were going to be car drivers. ABS, for example, only encourages you to drive 
faster on slippery roads. If  you don’t believe me, try switching it off.

After Peltzman, it was shown that a clear example of  safety misconception 
was that car seatbelts reduced road deaths. John Adams, in his seminal book 
Risk and Freedom: Record of  Road Safety Regulation (Brefi Press, 1985) argued 
that the opposite was in fact the case. If  confounding factors were stripped 
out, the reduction in road deaths was mainly due to imposed speed con-
trol. Once that speed was taken out, seatbelts actually increased road deaths. 
How so? Because while the lives of  car drivers were saved, more pedestrians 
died. Car drivers, with the psychological security of  a seatbelt, drove more 
quickly, killing more pedestrians along the way. The driver’s behaviour had 
eliminated the benefits of  the belts to wider society if  not to themselves.

The great and hugely influential Sir David Spiegelhalter, Winton Pro-
fessor of  the Public Understanding of  Risk in the Statistical Laboratory at 
the University of  Cambridge, quotes Adams: ‘if  you really want to reduce 
road deaths, take away the seatbelts and put a dagger on the steering wheel 
pointing at the driver’s heart.’

Hang on a minute, I hear you say. This business of  transferring risk to 
inno cent pedestrians: that seems singularly unfair, doesn’t it? This sort of  
unfair behaviour is sometimes called ‘moral hazard’, a term that originated 
in the 17th century to mean an ‘obviously bad thing’ and by the 19th century  
had been adopted by economists to mean, essentially, inefficiencies in an 
economic system. I guess that’s economics for you. There should be better 
name for it: ‘unconscious selfishness’ perhaps.

Either way, I cannot help thinking there is an element of  moral hazard 
in wearing ski helmets while piste skiing. There is persuasive evidence that 
shows helmet-wearers ski faster than non-wearers. On a piste that means 
putting other skiers at risk. Here is a little test that demonstrates the hazard. 
All the helmet-wearers I’ve asked offer the same contradictory response. 
Asked if  they ski more dangerously when wearing a helmet, they all say: 
‘no’. But ask them how they behave if  they forget their helmets, they say 
something like: ‘I would look around and ski a bit more slowly because of  
the idiots on the slopes.’ The formula clearly works both ways. If  they ski 
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more carefully without helmets, it also means they ski more dangerously 
when wearing helmets. Yet most skiers I have asked are simply in denial that 
their behaviour changes with safety features.

I think this denial is less apparent with climbers. They know that added 
protection means they will climb harder routes. With poor protection they 
climb easier routes. There is a straightforward calculation: chances of  fall-
ing off  against the consequences thereof. The level of  accepted risk remains 
at the same level: it is largely homeostatic. If  you are an E1 climber, you 
can climb an exposed E1 5a just as well as a safe but difficult E1 5c. Your 
homeostatic level of  risk is based around your understanding that you can 
always climb E1. Taking the helmet away from skiers doesn’t mean they 
understand they will ski safer lines; they just slip into denial. I find this 
strange, but it does perhaps go some way to explaining why ski helmets do 
not appear to have contributed to greater safety on the slopes.

There is some evidence that the advantages of  cycling helmets are similarly 
emasculated by behaviour. But for cyclists there is worse news: not only 
do helmets affect a cyclist’s behaviour, they also negatively affect car-driver  
behaviour as well. Tim Gamble and Ian Walker of  Bath University pub-
lished a brilliant paper in 20161 showing that motorists pass closer to  
helmeted cyclists, and also closer to cyclists who ‘owned the road’ by taking 
the lane, as they are entitled to do, in the UK at least.

Many cycling authorities and governments around the world recommend 
wearing cycling helmets and in Australia it’s mandatory. The reality is we 
should always ask what the evidence is and who is giving it to us. And why. 
Walker’s experiment showed that cyclists, around Bath at least, would be 
safer if  they abandoned their helmets and donned long blond wigs. I won’t 
go into the detail here, but I advise you to read Gamble and Walker’s work. 
It’s also worth noting that when helmets were introduced to American 
Football the number of  serious brain injuries went up until rules restricting 
tackling behaviour where changed.

All these examples were in the forefront of  the discussions I had with 
Ben after his avalanche experience. I wondered if  compensatory behaviour 
could nullify safety advice in this context. That is, by having knowledge of  
avalanche safety advice we would think we are protected by being expert 
and consequently compensate by acting more dangerously.

For example, we are variously told that avalanche victims should swim, 
or roll or cover their mouths, yet there is no ethical way of  testing any of  
these ideas, and in fact most people caught in avalanche surf  have little or no 
control of  their limbs. Giving people the idea that they can alter the outcome 
of  an avalanche could be fallacious and give skiers unreasonable confidence.

If  piste skiers wear helmets, ski tourers use avalanche safety equipment. 
I think there is some analogy here and seems especially true of  avalanche 
airbags. They work by making the victim float to the surface, thereby avoiding 
burial. The bags will make little difference if  the avalanche occurs in terrain 

1. T Gamble and I Walker, ‘Wearing a Bicycle Helmet Can Increase Risk Taking and Sensation Seeking in 
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traps, over cliffs and into trees, or in the case of  trauma. Worse, there is  
evidence that a number of  victims fail to trigger the bags.

About 10% of  avalanche fatalities result from burial depending on which 
country you draw the statistics from. The airbags would be very effective in 
those cases, but most airbag wearers do not know that the extra safety is for 
10% of  the avalanche fatalities. They commonly believe instead that the bag 
will save them in most avalanches. This year the Daily Telegraph ran a story 
with the strapline: ‘Research shows wearing an avalanche airbag backpack 
when skiing off  piste save lives – is it time to buy one?’ It’s not in the manu-
facturer’s interest to point out that nine times out of  10 the bags will not  
affect their future one way or the other. Thus if  bag wearers over-compensate 
by more than 10%, which is entirely plausible, skiing slopes they wouldn’t 
without bags, the bags will make their lives shorter not longer.

Like ski-helmet wearers, most bag wearers seem to hold contradictory 
statements as true. One: the bags don’t affect behaviour. Two: there are slopes 
they would never ski without bags. Again and again we run into denial in 
the ski world. They practise unconscious risk compensation.

On the theme of  moral hazard, climbers wear helmets ice climbing,  
alpine climbing and where they feel there is overhead objective danger. 
There are climbs they wouldn’t dream of  going on without a helmet. This  
is part of  risk homeostasis. Climbers know they are going into more danger-
ous zones and add helmets to compensate.

But in these cases there is only the team of  two, the consenting adults,  
at risk. Climbers don’t generally put others in danger by climbing these 
routes. Similarly, wearing helmets while ski touring does not, I assume, 
make life more dangerous for others even if  it doesn’t make it safer for 
the wearer. Not much moral hazard or unconscious selfishness there, we 
thought. Somewhere in that winter afternoon, huddled around my little 
wood-burning stove, Ben and I talked about helmets and children without 
reaching any firm conclusions.

One thing we did agree on: as far as risk homeostasis is concerned, there is 
little to compare to our own grading system. If  you are British, a VS climber 
or an E5 climber, you know exactly what level of  risk you are prepared to 
take. Americans and French climbers take note: the British rock-grading 
system is a jewel. It offers the perfect expression of  risk homeostasis.






