June 21st, 2009
Hi
Got the month correct this week!

Swine flu is spreading in HK. The number of cases in approaching 300, which is sharply up on last weeks’ tally. About five more secondary schools closed, including the Australian International School and an ESF School. There was talk that if the swine flu really spread, it could affect up to 1 in 3 people, which would mean that society would essentially shut down. And HK would be in trouble as about 99% of our food is imported. 

There was a lot of international Rugby yesterday. The ABs managed to beat France (just!) in the second test, Australia again beat Italy and SA beat the Lions (a combined British and Irish team). Injuries have become a major issue in modern professional Rugby. Last week, for instance, NZ had to replace 10 of their team because of injury! Also, because of the increased physicality of the game, many players are expected to suffer from osteoarthritic conditions later in life. 
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Do you remember 'little pumpkin' from my letters two years ago? She was the three-year Chinese girl from NZ who was abandoned by her father at a railway station in Melbourne as he was fleeing from NZ to the US (picture). (She was given the nickname from the pumpkin on the jacket/shirt she was wearing.). He was eventually caught in Georgia and returned to NZ where he was put on trial for murder of his wife. Well, yesterday he was found guilty of murder. The girl herself was adopted by her grandmother and now lives in China. 

From time to time in my letters, I mention anniversaries. Well this year is the 20th anniversary of many significant events in the world, including:
- The Tiananmen Square massacre

- The fall of the Berlin Wall

- Discussions began which led to the end of apartheid in SA 

- The Vietnamese army leaves Cambodia after invading about 10 years earlier to get rid of the Khmer Rouge 

- The Dali Lama received the Nobel peace prize

- The Exxon Valdez causes serious oil pollution in Alaska 

- The Simpsons began

- The invention of the World Wide Web

- The start of GPS

There was an interesting ‘Horizon’ (BBC) programme on how people make decisions - irrationally. It has been known for a long time (at least in cognitive psychology circles) that people do not usually make logical decisions, logic being a man-made system of reasoning. (‘Logical’ and ‘rational’ are often used as synonyms but this is not actually the case.) Three examples from the programme:
1 Perception rather than rationality is often used in making a decision, e.g. perception of loss or gain. In an experiment, people were given £20 and told they could keep it and go, or stay and gamble it to win £50. A second group was given £50 but then £30 was taken back to leave exactly the same situation as the first group with the same instructions. Most people in the first group perceived the £20 as a ‘gain’ and left with the money. Most in the second group perceived a ‘loss’ and stayed to try to get the £50.
2 Previous conditions affect a decision. People were given either a warm coffee or an iced coffee to hold and drink and then watch a video of an interview and to say whether or not they would hire the person interviewed. All the people in the ‘warm’ group had a warm/positive impression and said they would hire the person interviewed. All the people in the ‘cold’ group had a cold/negative impression and said they would not hire the person. So much for a rational decision! SO, if you are ever on an interview panel, do not take any hot or cold drink, though I suppose ‘normal’ water would be OK.)
3 Pre-cognition (seeing the future). This related to why ‘top-gun’ pilots but not other pilots are able to anticipate correctly what an enemy pilot will do. In an experiment, subjects (not pilots) were shown pictures of scenes that would evoke a positive or negative emotional response that can be measured by skin conductivity (similar to what is measured in lie-detection). For most people, the measurements would only change when the pictures was shown. For some, however, the correct emotional responses began to change before the pictures were shown, suggesting that somehow these people knew what was coming.
If you want more, go to:

http://www.bbc.co.uk/sn/tvradio/programmes/horizon/broadband/tx/decisions/

That is it for now.
Cheers
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