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Wind turbine syndrome

• Coined by Nina Pierpoint MD in 2009 based 
on case histories of symptoms including 
dizziness, nausea, headache, palpitations,
annoyance, stress, sleeplessness 
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“the evidence is sufficient to establish a causal relationship 
between exposure to wind turbine noise and annoyance”

“there is limited evidence to establish a causal relationship 
between exposure to wind turbine noise and sleep 
disturbance”

Council of Canadian Academies, 2015
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Motivated sensitivity?

• Motivated reasoning – believing only what we already 
believe

• What about motivated sensitivity?
• Chrichton et al (2013, 2014) 

– Healthy volunteers, reported 
symptoms and mood change 
aligned with information given 
during exposure to turbine sound

– For both negative (health risk) and positive 
(therapeutic) information

• Chapman (2013) calls WTS a “communicated disease”
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To consider

• Environmental hazards (landfills, toxic waste, nuclear 
waste) literature suggests three paradigms for why 
people perceive hazards to be threatening

1. Psychometric paradigm
2. Cultural theory of risk / Cultural cognition theory
3. Social amplification of risk
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Cultural cognition theory predictions?
• Heirarchical – Individualist (H-I) tendency to see energy 

technology (e.g., nuclear) as low risk (Druckman and 
Bolson, 2011, Kahan et al 2011)

• H-I tendency to see climate change risks as low (Kahan
et al 2011)

• Wind energy tightly tied up with climate change policy 
thus expect H-I to dislike 

• Political ideology and political alliances 
also suggest H-I will dislike

• However, also expect H-I to show less 
concern for potential health impacts

Image: http://bigcitylib.blogspot.ca/
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Social amplification of Risk

Source: Kasperson, J.X., Kasperson, R., Pidgeon, N.F. and Slovic, P. (2003) The social amplification of risk: assessing fifteen 
years of research and theory. In N.F. Pidgeon, R.K. Kasperson and P. Slovic (eds.) The Social Amplification of Risk. 
Cambridge, CUP
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Are policy and regulatory frameworks 
amplifying or attenuating risk of poor 
health outcomes? 
• Minimum set-back requirements

• Electricity procurement structure 

• Quasi-judicial review tribunal for appeals of wind energy 
facility siting approvals

• Conditions placed on operators for sound levels and 
responding to complaints 

• Government conducted primary research
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Final points

• Wind turbine syndrome offers rich case to explore 
motivated reasoning, risk management frameworks and 
evidence-generation

• “innocent until proven guilty” approaches to risk 
management
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A locus for activism and Science

• Two special issues of journal Bulletin for Science, 
Technology and Society 

• 14 of 17 articles authored or co-authored by members 
of “Society for Wind Vigilance”

• Authors include former Dean of Medicine at University of 
Western Ontario “Toward a Case Definition of Adverse 
Health Effects in the Environs of Industrial Wind 
Turbines: Facilitating a Clinical Diagnosis”

• On-line spat with special issue editor and “nocebo” 
hypothesis author Simon Chapman calling out peer-
review process , the editor claiming persecution of 
whistle-blower science
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