
outbreak, even though the risk of becoming
infected was miniscule. At the same time, many
of us are high-frequency users of automobiles,
despite the human toll in road accidents.

It is clear that people respond to fear, not
risk. It is also appears that certain people con-
quer their fear, and that there is some reward
in doing so. This group includes emergency
workers, airline pilots, but also apparently
those who spend a relatively high portion 
of their income in coffee houses and cars.
Furthermore, these same people make that
decision once; their behavior is not significantly
changed with each repeated occurrence of ter-
ror, auto collisions, infectious outbreak, etc.

These observations are relevant to the
optics community because our discipline 
is becoming more widespread, and we are
becoming more international in character. So,
e-mail and teleconferences notwithstanding,
we must travel in order to interact effectively.
Indeed, scientists have traditionally tran-
scended international and political boundaries
to advance shared technical interests.

In my experience, personal friendships
develop across international boundaries via
three main routes: (1) visiting scientists, (2) 
a collaboration in which one or more of us
travel to our host on a frequent basis and (3)
international meetings. Perhaps those of us
engaged in modes (1) and (2) fit the “no fear”
category. (Or perhaps not—in any event, we
keep doing it.)  

On the other hand, one might speculate
about the effect of escalating terrorism on our
international conferences. OSA has been
expanding its international reach, including
conferences. Certainly as individuals and
industries come to grips with the fact that
there is one economy and it is global—virtu-
ally no sector is an island anymore—at least
some of us will continue to meet and we will
get economic and scientific advantage for that.
The big question is how many of us will be not
just able, but also willing, to do so.
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W e are ratio-
nal beings,

and yet we behave
irrationally when we
anticipate loss or
harm to ourselves.
Economists are
interested in this
phenomenon

because it influences such factors as the price
of housing1 and stock market trading.2 Some
economists even believe this is traceable to 
primate behavior. A team at Yale University
recently studied loss aversion in tufted
capuchin monkeys.3 By repeated exposure to
coins and food rewards, the monkeys learned
to use currency in exchange for food, and they
exhibited certain preferences.

For example, they preferred to buy one
apple slice from an experimenter than to buy
from an experimenter who gave two apple
slices for the same coin, but then took one slice
away. Even though the price of one apple slice
was predictably one coin in each case, the
monkeys showed a pronounced preference for
buying one slice outright and avoiding the
experience of losing the extra slice.
Presumably people also behave irrationally
when faced with the prospect of financial loss.

Terrorism is associated with loss of life as
well as economic loss. A Nobel laureate
economist at the University of Chicago and his
colleague at Tel Aviv University have modeled
disparities in response to terror attacks, partic-
ularly suicide bombings on buses in Israel.4

The incidence of attacks on buses went from
zero to an average of once a month in the year
following November 2001.

Rides on public buses dropped by 20 per-
cent during each month an attack occurred.
Attrition and pay was unchanged for bus
drivers, however. In addition, high-frequency
passengers—those who bought weekly or
monthly passes—continued to use the buses at
their usual rates (data controlled for income,
age and education level). On the other hand,
low-frequency passengers—those who pur-
chased tickets for travel on the same day—
dropped their bus rides by 40 percent during
the same months.

Metropolitan cafés are also targets for ter-
rorist attacks. Again, high-frequency patrons
do not change their behavior following attacks,
even though their risk rises with each bomb-
ing. Low-frequency users avoid the cafés alto-
gether. Similar trends were observed in beef
consumption following the 1996 reports of
mad cow disease in France and the avoidance
of travel to countries affected by the SARS 
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