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THE WORLD IS A HAZARDOUS PLACE! 





The Uncontrollable Mortality Risk Hypothesis:

People who are exposed to more risks beyond their personal control 
are less likely to look after their health.



Scientific paper on the theory at 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0013371

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0013371


The double dividend of safety
“If you believed you were likely to be a victim of a stabbing before 
the age of 30, would eating your 5 a day seem very important?”



The double dividend of safety

Making people safer 
will also encourage 
them to take better 
care of themselves!



Nice hypothesis, but how do we know any of this is true? 

Here’s a quick overview of some of the evidence.



Measuring perceived 
control over mortality risk 

(PUMR)



A brief guide to 
measuring PUMR

PUMR measures the portion of a person’s 
mortality risk, which they feel is beyond their 
personal control:

“If you made the maximum 
effort you could make to 

look after your health and 
ensure your safety, what do 
you think the chances would 
be that you would live to be 
82 or more? 0 is ‘no chance’ 

and 100 is ‘definitely.’” 

https://gillianpepper.files.wordpress.com/2023/02/brief-guide-to-measuring-perceived-uncontrollable-and-controllable-mortality-risk.pdf
https://gillianpepper.files.wordpress.com/2023/02/brief-guide-to-measuring-perceived-uncontrollable-and-controllable-mortality-risk.pdf
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Evidence from the USA

o  600 US respondents were surveyed.

o We asked our question about perceived 
control over mortality risk. 

o We asked people about their health 
behaviour.

o We also accounted (statistically) for 
effects of age, gender, income and 
socioeconomic status (self-reported). 

o There was a substantial association 
between our measure of uncontrollable 
mortality risk and health behaviour.

Effect sizes (ηp
2) for reported health effort

Age = 0.002
Gender = 0.007
Socioeconomic status = 0.000
Income = 0.000 
Perceived controllable mortality = 0.012
Perceived uncontrollable mortality = 0.362

Pepper & Nettle (2014). Human Nature, 25(2)



Recent replications of the original study in 
both the UK and USA

Brown & Pepper (2024). Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 58, 192-204

With a mini meta-analysis…



So, there’s a correlation, but how do we know that perceived risk 
causes differences in health behaviour? 

Let’s look at the evidence from behavioural experiments.



Pepper & Nettle (2014). PeerJ, e459



Experimental evidence

Pepper & Nettle (2014). PeerJ, e459
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CAUSAL EVIDENCE

Pepper & Nettle (2014). PeerJ, e459



Pepper & Nettle (2014). PeerJ, e459







https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12110-014-9204-5?sa_campaign=email/event/articleAuthor/onlineFirst
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4081279/pdf/peerj-02-459.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10389-021-01543-9
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13669877.2021.1908403
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21642850.2022.2104284
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10389-023-01910-8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10389-023-01994-2
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/risa.14243


WHY SHOULD ANY OF THIS 
MATTER TO YOU?



Data from the World Risk Poll

https://wrp.lrfoundation.org.uk 

https://wrp.lrfoundation.org.uk/


This implies that we can make people healthier by reducing fear of 
crime and violence.

To get ahead of the curve, we need to start thinking about health 
behaviours when we work to improve safety.



The Double Dividend of Safety Project

• We will engage with 
organisations who want to see if 
their work is providing the 
double dividend of safety.

• We will offer tailored workshops 
to 4 key stakeholder 
organisations, to support them 
to use the double dividend of 
safety in their work.

• Please get in touch to engage 
with us! 

doubledividend@northumbria.ac.uk
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Any questions? Any ideas?


