
Starting Point

Go to www.wiley.com/college/Lindell to assess your knowledge of the basics
of risk perception and communication.
Determine where you need to concentrate your effort.

What YouÕll Learn in This Chapter
▲ Responses to warnings
▲ Risk communication during the hazard phase
▲ Risk communication during crisis and emergency response

After Studying This Chapter, YouÕll Be Able To
▲ Analyze how people respond to warnings
▲ Involve the media and the public in risk communication
▲ Experiment using local and national information channels

Goals and Outcomes
▲ Design a risk communication plan
▲ Create and implement a risk communication plan
▲ Perform a protective action assessment

4
RISK PERCEPTION 
AND COMMUNICATION
Saving Lives
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78 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

cloud formations. However, others may not pay attention to their
environment. People who engage in tasks requiring intense concentration
are less likely to notice gathering storm clouds and might not notice
warnings.

3. People must comprehendthe information. Environmental cues must be
correctly processed; that is, people must know a funnel cloud is a sign of
a tornado. Warnings and communication efforts must be understood as
well. Warnings given in English will not help Spanish speakers. A tornado
siren will not mean anything to someone who doesn’t understand what
the signal means. Only a few people will understand highly specialized
technical terms such as millirem and pyroclastic flow.

4.1.1 Step 1: Risk Identification

Decisions about how to respond to a hazard begin with risk identification. As
noted earlier, this process begins with the detection of environmental cues.
However, the most important sources of risk identification are warning mes-
sages from authorities, the media, and peers. The first step you must take is to
disseminate your message widely. Try to attract the attention of those at risk
and inform them of the potential for disaster that threatens their health, safety
and property.

Those at risk must answer the basic question of risk identification, “Is there
a real threat that I need to pay attention to?” Those who do not believe the threat
is real are likely to continue their normal activities. 

4.1.2 Step 2: Risk Assessment

Risk assessment involves evaluating the personal consequences if the disas-
ter occurs (Otway, 1973; Perry, 1979a). The primary question at this stage is
“Do I need to take protective action?” A positive response to this question
results in protection motivation. People’s personal risk assessment—their risk
perception—is critical in understanding their disaster response (Mileti and
Sorensen, 1987). If people think they are in danger, then they are more likely
to protect themselves.

Peoples’ risk assessments include the perceived probability, magnitude, and
immediacy of the disaster impact. Perceived probability of impact affects people’s
judgments of the likelihood that they will be affected, whereas perceptions of
event magnitude increase their perceptions of the severity of personal conse-
quences, including death, injury, and property damage. As perceived probability
and magnitude increase, so do a person’s likelihood of taking protective action.
The perceived immediacy of disaster impact affects people in a different way.
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Instead of affecting a person’s likelihood of acting, perceived immediacy increases
a person’s urgency to act.

4.1.3 Step 3: Protective Action Search

The primary question in protective action search is “How can I protect myself?”
Residents’ first attempts to answer this question often involve a search for what
can be done by someone else to protect them against the hazard. However, when
disaster impact is imminent, household owners must rely mostly on their own
resources to achieve protection. In many instances, an individual’s knowledge of
the hazard suggests what type of protection to seek. People are likely to recall
actions they have taken on previous occasions if they have had experience with
that hazard. Alternatively, they might consider actions they took in similar haz-
ards. For example, they might recognize that the impact of a volcanic mudflow
is similar to that of a flood and, thus, they might take the protective responses
that they took for a  flood during a mudflow.

Information is also received from outside sources. For example, people might
observe neighbors packing their cars in preparation for a hurricane evacuation.
People also are likely to consider actions they have read or heard about. Such
vicarious experiences are frequently transmitted by the news media and relayed
by peers. Finally, people are also aware of appropriate protective actions when
warnings include guidance about what to do. However, do not assume warning
recipients will follow the recommendation even if the warning mentions only
one protective action. People will always recognize that continuing their normal
activities is an option; however, they might invoke other alternatives by remem-
bering or observing the actions of others.

4.1.4 Step 4: Protective Action Assessment

At this point, the primary question is What is the best method of protection?
The answer to this question is an adaptive plan. Those at risk generally have
at least two options—taking protective action or continuing normal activities.
Sometimes, those at risk must choose between two alternatives, but they don’t
really like either of them. During a hurricane, for example, evacuation pro-
tects people, but abandons property to storm damage (Perry, Lindell, and
Greene, 1981; Lindell and Perry, 1990). On the other hand, emergency mea-
sures to protect property (e.g., sandbagging) require the property owner to
remain in a hazardous location. When there is even a moderate amount of
forewarning, households can engage in a combination of actions. For exam-
ple, if a flood is forecast to arrive within a few hours, people could perform
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82 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

▲ Alternative routes.
▲ Alternative methods of transportation.

Those who do not have a detailed plan are more likely to suffer negative conse-
quences. A classic example is an interview with the recipient of an evacuation
warning that contained no information on safe evacuation routes or safe desti-
nations: “We couldn’t decide where to go. So we grabbed our children and were
just starting to move outside...if it had just been ourselves, we might have taken
out. But we didn’t want to risk it with the children.” (Hamilton, Taylor, and Rice,
1955, p. 120)

4.1.5 Step 5: Protective Action Implementation

Protective action implementation occurs when those at risk know they have to take
action (see Figure 4-2). A primary question at this stage is Does protective action
need to be taken now? The answer is crucial because people sometimes post-
pone taking action even when faced with danger. For example, some recipients
of hurricane warnings often endanger their safety by waiting until the last minute
to evacuate. Unfortunately, they fail to recognize that bad weather and a high

Figure 4-2

Sandbagging is a protective action.
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traffic volume reduces the speed of evacuating vehicles. These conditions may
lead to an incomplete evacuation before the arrival of storm conditions (Baker,
1979, 1980, 1993; Dow and Cutter, 2002; Prater, Wenger, Grady, 2000). The
problem of procrastination is worse for long-term hazard adjustment without
specific timetables. For example, an earthquake prediction might indicate a 75%
chance of a severe earthquake within the next 20 years. This type of prediction
often fails to motivate immediate protective action because people can rational-
ize that it is quite reasonable to worry about the problem later.

4.1.6 Step 6: Information Needs Assessment

People who are taking protective action need information. Before taking action, they
must decide if they have enough information. Any confusing messages or expressed
doubts from officials will cause people to seek more information. If the answer to
the questions at any of the previous stages cannot be answered with a definite yes
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Table 4-1: Warning Stages and Actions

Steps Activity Question Outcome

1 Risk identification Is there a real threat that Threat belief
requires my attention?

2 Risk assessment Do I need to take Protection
protective action? motivation

3 Protective action What can I do to achieve Decision set
search protection? (alternative 

actions)

4 Protective action What is the best method Adaptive plan
assessment of protection?

5 Protective action Do I need to take Threat response
implementation protective action now?

6 Information needs What information do I Identified
assessment need to answer my information 

questions? need

7 Communication Where and how can I Information
action assessment obtain this information? search plan

8 Communication Do I need the information Decision
action now? information
implementation

Adapted from Lindell and Perry (2004).
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84 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

or no, people will ask, “What information do I need to answer my question?”
Through this process, people identify an information need. Take, for example, the
case of someone who does not know the answer to the question What is the best
method of protection? They can search for additional information about alternative
protective actions to make it clearer which option is best. People frequently seek
additional information because the consequences of a decision error are very seri-
ous (e.g., failing to evacuate in time can result in death or injury) and they rarely
have all the information they need to make a confident decision.

4.1.7 Step 7: Communication Action Assessment

The next question is Where and how can I obtain this information? Addressing
this question leads to an information search plan. Uncertainty about risk iden-
tification and risk assessment can stimulate questions directed to officials and,
more likely, the news media (Lindell and Perry, 1992). People often rely on the
news media to confirm information they received about the hazard from other
sources. However, people often consult their peers about what to do and how
to do it. It is difficult for people to reach authorities because they are usually
busy handling other calls. People are often forced to rely on the media and their
peers even when they would prefer to contact authorities.

4.1.8 Step 8: Communication Action Implementation

The last question is, Do I need the information now? If the answer is yes, then
people will seek the information. People will go to great lengths, contacting

FOR EXAMPLE

Risk Assessment and Hurricanes
After every hurricane, researchers find that some people failed to evacuate
because they didn’t believe the threat was likely to affect them. Part of this is
due to the difficulty in predicting hurricanes. Sometimes forecasters predict that
a strong hurricane will make landfall in one place but it turns and strikes some-
where else. This can lower people’s perceived probability of a hurricane strike.
Other times people expect the hurricane to strike but they don’t expect it to
affect them. For example, it is common to hear people say “I survived the last
storm, I can survive this one.” In this case, the perceived severity of the event
will tend to be low. Although many authorities are concerned about a “cry wolf”
effect, these types of experiences do not seem to decrease people’s intentions
to evacuate in future hurricanes (Dow and Cutter, 1998) this change should
probably be rejected. The most likely explanation is that people understand
that hurricane behavior is inherently uncertain, so forecast errors are inevitable.
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4.2 RISK COMMUNICATION DURING THE CONTINUING HAZARD PHASE 85

4.2 Risk Communication during the Continuing Hazard Phase

The continuing hazard phase is marked by a low probability that a catastrophic
incident will threaten public safety, property, and the environment. During this
phase, you should engage in hazard mitigation, emergency preparedness, and
recovery preparedness actions. In addition, you should also pursue an active pro-
gram of risk communication.

There are five basic risk communication functions to address in the continuing
hazard phase. Table 4-2 identifies these as strategic analysis, operational analysis,
resource mobilization, program development, and program implementation.

• Define adaptive plan and information search plan. List the reasons

for needing each.

• Define protection motivation.
• Define risk and risk assessment.
• Define warning.
• Name the three possible outcomes of a communication action

implementation.

S E L F - C H E C K

many people over a short period of time (Drabek and Stephenson, 1971). How-
ever, people will not work as hard to get information unless the threat is immi-
nent. For example, many residents close to Mt. St. Helens checked radio news
bulletins several times a day after the initial ash and steam eruptions led
authorities to believe there was a high probability of a larger eruption. With-
out specific threat information, people tend to passively monitor the situation.
For example, residents might only check the morning paper or the evening
news for information about the hazard rather than checking many times a day.
This passive monitoring continues until the threat escalates and people need
to resume active monitoring.

Communication action implementation can have one of three outcomes.
First, people confirm the threat and proceed to take protective action. Second,
if the information source is unavailable, people try to find different sources.
Third, if the new information contradicts previous information, then people try
to resolve the conflict. Often this involves considering the relative credibility of
the information sources.

2102T_c04_076-106  8/20/06  1:49 AM  Page 85
FIRST PAGES



86 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

Table 4-2: Tasks for the Continuing Hazard Phase

Strategic analysis

Conduct a community hazard vulnerability analysis

Analyze the community context

Identify the community’s prevailing perceptions of the hazards and hazard
adjustments

Set appropriate goals for the risk communication program

Operational analysis

Identify and assess feasible hazard adjustments for the community and its
households/businesses

Identify ways to provide incentives, sanctions, and technological innovations 

Identify the available risk communication sources in the community

Identify the available risk communication channels in the community 

Identify specific audience segments

Resource mobilization

Obtain the support of senior appointed and elected officials

Enlist the participation of other government agencies

Enlist the participation of nongovernmental (nonprofit) and private sector
organizations

Work with the mass media

Work with neighborhood associations and service organizations

Program development for all phases

Staff, train, and exercise a crisis communications team

Establish procedures for maintaining an effective communication flow in an
escalating crisis and in emergency response

Develop a comprehensive risk communication program

Plan to make use of informal communication networks

Establish procedures for obtaining feedback from the news media and the
public

Program implementation for the continuing hazard phase

Build source credibility by increasing perceptions of expertise and
trustworthiness
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and other local landmarks that help people identify the risk areas in which their
homes and workplaces are located. Provide information about the personal con-
sequences of hazard impact by showing drawings of different types of structures.
Show mobile homes, typical single-family residences, and typical multifamily struc-
tures and the level of expected damage from each hurricane category. Develop this
information carefully as recent studies found that only one- to two-thirds of coastal
residents can accurately identify their hurricane risk areas (Arlikatti, Lindell, Prater
and Zhang, 2004; Zhang, Prater and Lindell, 2004).

To be successful, your risk communication program must foster people’s sense
of personal responsibility for self-protection. Remind local residents of the limits
to what local government and industry can do in reducing hazard damage.
Remind residents that they can prevent death or injury to themselves and their
families and damage to their homes. Through risk communication, people should
be made aware of the available hazard adjustments. To get people to adopt hazard
adjustments, you must convince them the hazard adjustments have high efficacy
and low resource requirements. This should motivate people to take protective
actions. However, recognize that even the most scientifically sound and effectively
implemented risk communication program will not lead a large percentage of peo-
ple to take immediate protective action. Nonetheless, a long-term perspective will
put environmental hazards on the political agenda and achieve important results
over time (Birkland, 1998; Prater and Lindell, 2000).

4.2.2 Step 2: Perform an Operational Analysis

As an emergency manager, there are five tasks you must perform when per-
forming an operational analysis.

Task 1: Identify and assess feasible hazard adjustments for the community
and its households/businesses
The purpose of this task is to make sure people know how to protect them-
selves. (Lindell and Perry, 2000). You can access resources such as the Ameri-
can Red Cross Web site (www.redcross.org/services/disaster/beprepared). At this
site, you will find information about recommended household adjustments for
a wide range of hazards. You can help people evaluate these in terms of resource
requirements, such as financial cost, time and effort, knowledge and skill, tools
and equipment, and required cooperation with others.

Task 2: Identify ways to provide incentives, sanctions, and technological
innovations
To encourage people to protect themselves, you may have to punish them with
sanctions, reward them with incentives, or inform them about technological
innovations. Sanctions are appealing because they avoid the obvious costs asso-
ciated with incentives. For example, ticketing drivers who don’t wear seatbelts
was a successful sanction. However, sanctions require enforcement. Your jurisdiction
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90 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

can reduce the costs of preparing for hazards by providing incentives such as
grants, low interest rate loans, or tax credits. An alternative incentive, providing
specific plans or checklists for hazard adjustments, is informational rather than
financial. For example, providing plans for homeowners to bolt their houses to
their foundations helps do-it-yourselfers who have a modest level of construc-
tion experience. Adding a community tool bank also makes this feasible for those
who lack the necessary tools and equipment.

Task 3: Identify the available risk communication sources in the community
Sources can be categorized as authorities, news media, and peers. These sources
are judged in terms of their credibility, which is a combination of expertise and
trustworthiness. Perceptions of credibility vary depending upon whether a source
is speaking about hazards or hazard adjustments. Official sources are generally
the most credible. People look for sources to have impressive credentials, previ-
ous experience, or the respect of others (Perry & Lindell, 1990b).

Ethnic minorities trust different types of sources. Research has focused on
the perceptions that Mexican Americans, African Americans, and Caucasians
have of source characteristics. Authorities (particularly firefighters and members
of the police department) tend to be regarded as credible by the majority of all
three ethnic groups (Lindell and Perry, 1992). African Americans and Caucasians
tend to be more skeptical of the mass media than Mexican Americans. In gen-
eral, Mexican Americans are more likely than other groups to consider peers to
be the most credible sources. There is evidence, however, that the results vary
by community. This reflects historical differences in relationships between eth-
nic groups and authorities in these specific communities.

You must identify what groups trust which risk information source in your
community. Know which minority groups live and work in the community, if
the members are located in one area (and where), and how they view the risk
information sources. You can gain this knowledge from census data, infor-
mants, and personal observation. Census data can identify those areas having
a greater than average percentage of ethnic minorities. Informants can supple-
ment this data and can give you an inside view on how different groups and
neighborhoods view sources of information. For example, Does a particular
group trust the Mayor? It is important to identify the opinion leaders in each
ethnic group. Contact these opinion leaders to see if they are willing to serve
as additional sources for your risk communication program. The best infor-
mation comes from long-term outreach programs. Meet with people and speak
at neighborhood associations and civic organizations. Involve a diverse group
of citizens in advisory committees. Community involvement provides you with
information about how the residents regard information sources. It also
enhances your visibility, fosters dialogue, and gives citizens access to accurate
information.
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Task 4: Identify the available risk communication channels in the community
Electronic and print media are available in most communities. Using the media
is one way to communicate risks to the community. Additional ways include
informal face-to-face conversations and formal meetings (Hance et al., 1988;
Mileti, Fitzpatrick & Farhar, 1990). Even though you have access to all of these
channels, you may be limited by your budget. To gain access to low-cost oppor-
tunities for publicity, you must establish contacts with local media. In addition,
a long-term relationship with local businesses sometimes generates contributions
to pay for low cost items such as brochures and posters.

Task 5: Identify specific audience segments
It is easier and cheaper to develop one communication message for the entire com-
munity, but it won’t be as effective as tailoring your message to different groups.
Individuals have different concerns. To develop specific messages for different groups

▲ Know the geographic and demographic characteristics of your community.
▲ Know where each group likes to find information. Radio stations, in par-

ticular, focus on specific audiences defined by age and ethnicity.
▲ Make sure messages are in the appropriate languages for different groups

of nonEnglish speakers. Some communities have dozens of different
languages and dialects spoken there.

▲ If members of a community group tend to be fatalistic about hazards, be
sure to target them with messages emphasizing hazard adjustments that
are easiest to implement. Maintaining a four day supply of food and water
is a good starting point.

▲ Ensure your messages are understood. Follow up with people face-to-face
to see if they are taking the appropriate actions.

4.2.3 Step 3: Mobilize Resources

As an emergency manager, there are five tasks you must perform to mobilize
resources for risk communication.

Task 1: Obtain the support of senior appointed and elected officials
You need the support of senior officials (Lindell, 1994b). They help you acquire
resources and help put emergency management on the political agenda. Getting
this support is also an important step toward obtaining the participation of other
government agencies. If you can’t get senior officials or organizations to support
you, work with their staff members. Staff members can sometimes convince their
bosses to support critical issues. You must successfully stress that the commu-
nity is at risk and hazard mitigation can reduce disaster impacts. You should also
propose emergency preparedness measures and recovery preparedness measures
as effective solutions.

4.2.3 STEP 3: MOBILIZE RESOURCES 91
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Task 5: Work with neighborhood associations and civic organizations
Most communities have many neighborhood groups and civic organizations whose
members are active in their community (Chavis and Wandersman, 1990; Florin and
Wandersman, 1984). These groups work with the community and their members
and can help instruct them on the hazards and hazard adjustments. Time is often
available for this because many of these organizations want to meet on a regular
schedule but do not have enough activities to fill their agendas. Consequently, they
are often willing to host speakers whose topics will interest their members.

4.2.4 Step 4: Develop a Program

As an emergency manager, there are four tasks you must perform when devel-
oping a program.

Task 1. Staff and train a crisis communication team
Establish a crisis communication team. The team forms a critical link between
experts and the population. The team must be able to communicate effectively
with both groups. There should be one spokesperson on the team who under-
stands the scientific aspects of the situation and can explain it to everyone at a
level they can understand. Spokespersons with technical credentials will gener-
ally be considered credible. And spokespersons with previous disaster experi-
ence will be seen as credible as well. It also is helpful if team members receive
training from public relations experts (Hance et al., 1988).

The crisis communication team should have written operating procedures that
include documentation of all emergency response activities. They should also main-
tain an event log that records what information has been requested and released.
Criteria used to guide critical decisions, such as those involving protective actions
for the public, should also be documented. The team should monitor the news media
and designate a rumor control center. This center should be staffed by operators who
are frequently updated on the status of the incident and the response to it.

The crisis communication team should recognize that reporters describe events
in terms of stories that are framed by five questions—who, what, when, where, and
why (Churchill, 1997). Reporters want to know the specific causes of an event.
Other questions include who was (or will be) affected. They want information on
casualties, property damage, and economic disruption. They want to know what
authorities have done (and will do) to respond to the situation. It frequently is dif-
ficult to answer these questions because information is lacking. The spokesperson
should avoid speculation (and especially premature blame), but, rather, admit he
or she does not know the answer and will find out as soon as possible.

Reporters rarely have scientific backgrounds, so technical details might be
unnecessary and confusing. All technical jargon must be translated into plain
English. If you help reporters do this, you will have a better chance in getting
your message out. Work with local reporters to make sure the information is
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94 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

easily understood, but recognize that this will not solve all problems. Some major
crises draw reporters from outside the U.S. Reporters from national or interna-
tional media will not cover stories in exactly the same way as local reporters,
but the most important information needs will be common to all categories of
reporters.

Finally, the risk communication plan and procedures should be evaluated using
drills and exercises. Each drill or exercise should be followed by an evaluation of
the plan and procedures, as well as the staffing, training, and materials used.

Task 2: Establish procedures for maintaining an effective communication
flow during an escalating crisis or emergency response
All organizations should establish procedures for coordinating information. It is
critical that each organization receives all the information it needs as promptly
as possible. The types of information needed in an escalating crisis depends on
the circumstances. Recommendations regarding the content of incident notifi-
cations for nuclear and chemical facilities are summarized in Table 4-3. Adopt
this table as a template because it is based upon extensive experience with esca-
lating crises and disaster responses. It is essential that you discuss this with facil-
ity operators. You both need to understand your information capabilities and
needs. Agree in advance what information will be exchanged when the need
arises.

Task 3: Develop a comprehensive risk communication program
The four key factors when designing a message are

▲ Personal risk.
▲ Personal responsibility.
▲ Guidance for protective action.
▲ Sources for further information.

You should design messages to address all of these factors. Messages should
include any important details but, generally, be short and concise. Too many
details can overwhelm people and prevent them from listening. Information
should be presented in a way that attracts attention, so people will understand
and remember it more easily. Address risk perception but do not over empha-
size it. You should address risk perception because probabilities are difficult for
many to understand. The statement “there is a 1% probability of a damaging
earthquake within the next year” might have little impact on people’s behavior.
However, adding probabilities over time by making the mathematically equiv-
alent statement that there is roughly a 20% chance of an earthquake in the next
twenty years makes more of a difference in risk perception (Kunreuther, 2001;
Slovic et al., 1978). However, increasing the accuracy of people’s risk percep-
tions does not help if people fail to take action to protect themselves. When
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Table 4-3: Essential Incident Data

Date and time of report

Name, affiliation, and telephone number of information source

Location, type, and current status of the incident

(a) Derailment, containment failure, fire, explosion, liquid spill, gaseous
release 

(b) Hazardous material name, physical properties (gas, liquid, solid),
environmental cues (sights, sounds, smells), and potential health
effects

(c) Hazardous material release duration and quantity released

(d) Casualties and damage already incurred

Incident prognosis

(a) Potential for fire or explosion at site

(b) Potential for fire or explosion affecting residential, commercial, or
industrial areas

(c) Hazardous material quantity available for release and expected release
duration

(d) Locations and populations requiring protective action

(e) Types of protective actions recommended: evacuation, sheltering 
in-place, expedient respiratory protection, interdiction of food/water

Weather conditions (current and forecast wind speed and direction)

Chronology of important events in the development of the incident

Current status of response

(a) Facility/shipper/carrier actions: assessment, preventive, corrective,
population protective actions

(b) Local/state/federal agency actions: assessment, preventive, corrective,
and population protective actions

issuing warnings, you can increase the accuracy of people’s risk perceptions by
addressing four questions about the risk they face:

▲ What is the risk?
▲ Where is it going to happen?
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4.2.5 STEP 5: IMPLEMENT THE RISK COMMUNICATION PROGRAM 97

1989; Covello, 1986; Hance, et al, 1988). Therefore, agency procedures that require
public hearings should be supplemented by less formal meetings.

During emerging crises, reporters might unintentionally distort your message
because they didn’t quite understand what you were saying. This makes it impor-
tant to read local newspapers, listen to radio, and view television broadcasts to
see if your information is being correctly presented. In addition, you can obtain
feedback from citizens via rumor control centers, using a telephone number or
a Web site that has been publicized in advance.

4.2.5 Step 5: Implement the Risk Communication Program

As an emergency manager, there are five tasks you must perform when imple-
menting the risk communication program.

Task 1: Build source credibility by increasing perceptions of expertise and
trustworthiness
It is important for personnel from each agency to develop a history of effective job
performance that enhances their credibility. This experience is gained during minor
incidents, such as minor floods, that cause damage and disruption of normal activ-
ities. Credibility is also enhanced by effective performance in public hearings or in
meetings with neighborhood associations and civic organizations. Of course, exper-
tise is only one component of credibility; trustworthiness is also essential. Earn a
community’s trust by being competent, caring, honorable, and considering outrage
factors when working with the public (Covello et al., 1988; Hance et al., 1988).

Task 2: Use a variety of channels to disseminate hazard information
Use not only the news media, but informal channels to communicate your mes-
sage. Also use opportunities to meet with neighborhood associations and civic
organizations.

Task 3: Describe community or facility hazard adjustments being planned
or implemented
Inform residents of any actions being taken to reduce the probability of an inci-
dent so they understand that their risk is being reduced. Acknowledge that there
is no action that can guarantee complete safety. For example, land-use and build-
ing construction practices can reduce, but not eliminate, the threat of natural
hazards. The same can be said about engineered safety features in connection
with technological hazards. In addition, describe actions being taken to facilitate
a response to an emergency should one occur.

Task 4: Describe feasible household hazard adjustments
As described in previous sections, let people know what actions they can take
to protect themselves and reduce damage to their homes.
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98 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

Task 5: Evaluate program effectiveness
Set goals for the risk communication program and determine how they should
be measured. It is very common for emergency managers to measure program
effectiveness by reporting the number of meetings attended and the number
of brochures distributed. Better measures of effectiveness include increases in
the number of households with hazard insurance, family emergency plans,
earthquake-prone homes with water heaters strapped to the foundations, and
hurricane-prone homes with window shutters.

FOR EXAMPLE

Hurricane Katrina: Those Who Were Left Behind
In New Orleans, 30% of the population lived below the poverty line before
Hurricane Katrina. Many of them lived the 9th Ward, a low lying area that
was wiped out by the flooding. Some of these people had no cars of their
own, or the cars they had were so unreliable that they could not be used
for long distance travel. As a result, even those who wanted to evacuate
could not do so.

• Describe why it is important to set goals for the risk communication

program.

• List the key message factors in a risk communication program.

• Name four tasks in the program development step.

• Name five tasks you must perform when implementing the risk

communication program.

S E L F - C H E C K

4.3 Risk Communication during an Escalating Crisis or

Emergency Response

An escalating crisis is a situation in which there is a significantly increased prob-
ability of an incident occurring that will threaten the public’s health, safety, or
property. Not everyone will agree that there is a crisis. As a practical matter, a cri-
sis exists if authorities, the news media, or a significant proportion of residents
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100 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

not be to prevent panic, which disaster researchers have found to be extremely
rare (Drabek, 1986; Lindell and Perry, 1992). Nor should authorities make fun
of what they consider to be unnecessary protective actions by those who think
they are at risk, as long as such actions do not prohibit the protection of those
whom the authorities believe are at risk. Do not attempt to promote one pro-
tective action by criticizing another. For example, some misguided attempts have
been made to promote sheltering in-place by asserting that people will get into
major traffic accidents if they evacuate. Not only is this incorrect (the accident
risks in evacuation appear to be no greater than those of normal driving; Lindell
and Perry, 1992), but it is likely to lead those at risk to believe that there is
nothing they can do to protect themselves.

Task 2: Determine the appropriate time to release sensitive information
You must determine when to alert others of the danger. Your team needs to
know when to release information. There are no hard and fast rules about when
information should be released. Early information often turns out to be incor-
rect as the facts are still coming in. However, an early release can enhance your
credibility and give you more control. Being the first to break bad news allows
you to put the information into an appropriate context. In addition, control-
ling the timing of a press release can have a significant impact on the amount
of attention it receives. A press release distributed on a slow news day might
receive more coverage than the same information released on a busy day or on
a Friday afternoon. The disadvantage of delaying the release of information is
that this can be misinterpreted as a cover-up if the information is leaked
(Hance et al., 1988). It is also important to respond to reporters’ questions
when they are aware that something important is happening. Statements of “no
comment” are interpreted as meaning authorities are withholding important
information.

Task 3: Select the communication channels that are appropriate to the
situation
An escalating crisis is newsworthy, so you will have little difficulty in obtaining
media coverage. Initiate communication with reporters through press releases
and press conferences. Press releases give you the most control over the agenda,
and interviews with individual reporters provide the least control. You need to
ensure reporters are accurately disseminating the information. However, this
alone cannot ensure those at risk are receiving, heeding, and comprehending the
information they need. You need to promote dialogue through two-way com-
munication, preferably in small groups.

Task 4: Maintain source credibility with the news media and the public
You must obtain timely and accurate data. If the available data is incomplete,
you should be honest about what is and is not known. A candid confession of
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102 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

National Response Team, 1987). All members of the crisis communication team
should review the goals of the risk communication program, the event logs kept
during the incident, and other available documentation to identify weaknesses
in performance. Experiences in drills, exercises, and incidents have demonstrated
the importance of focusing on the performance of the organization rather than
the performance of individuals because this enhances a spirit of cooperation.
Thus, each participant should be encouraged to follow up on any weaknesses
by identifying potential improvements in plans, procedures, and training.

FOR EXAMPLE

Being in the Know During a Hurricane
Michael Brown, head of FEMA during Hurricane Katrina, shocked people
in a television interview with CNN claiming he didn’t know New Orleans
residents had taken shelter in the New Orleans convention center. This claim
was made despite days of television reporting about the lack of medical help,
food, supplies, or police protection.

• Define escalating crisis.
• List some actions that authorities should take when there is an

emergency.

• Describe why television anchors are generally trusted.

• Describe what members of the crisis communication team should

review when evaluating performance through post-incident critiques.

S E L F - C H E C K

SUMMARY

We get caught up in our daily lives. How many times have you driven some-
place familiar only to arrive not knowing how you got there? If this feeling is
familiar, then you understand how people ignore life-threatening risks unless
they think the risks are real. They’ll go about their daily lives as if nothing is
happening around them. As an emergency manager, it’s up to you to make sure
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104 RISK PERCEPTION AND COMMUNICATION

ASSESS YOUR UNDERSTANDING

Go to www.wiley.com/college/Lindell to evaluate your knowledge of the basics
of risk perception and communication.
Measure your learning by comparing pre-test and post-test results.

Summary Questions

1. Those who do not believe the threat is real are likely to continue their
normal activities. True or False?

2. As perceived probability and magnitude increase, so do people’s
likelihood of taking protective action. True or False?

3. What is not one of the five basic risk communication functions to
address in the continuing hazard phase?
(a) Strategic analysis
(b) Operational analysis
(c) Resource mobilization
(d) Program development
(e) Capability assessment

4. Most people do not believe the risks of technological facilities are greater
than those of natural hazards. True or False?

5. The hazards that produce the greatest community conflict are those having
a potential for inflicting significant harm on bystanders. True or False?

6. You cannot exert control over people’s definition of a situation by defining
a system for classifying threat levels. True or False?

Review Questions

1. What is a risk perception and why is it important?
2. What affects people’s perception of risks?
3. What is a protective action? Give one example.
4. What three things need to happen for people to seek shelter?
5. What are three of the perceived implementation barriers inhibiting residents

from taking protections action?
6. What are the components of a good, detailed adaptive plan?
7. Name the possible outcomes of communication action implementation.
8. Name the eight warning stages and actions of a communication action

implementation plan.
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YOU TRY IT

Risk Communication
You know a Category 5 hurricane is scheduled to make
landfall in your city. How do you effectively communi-
cate the risk?

Evacuation: Tailor Your Message
Knowing that many who did not evacuate New Orleans
were poor and geographically concentrated in low-
lying areas, how would you tailor your message? What

concerns would the poor have that you would need to
address?

Maintaining Credibility
How can you maintain credibility with the public and
the media during a crisis? What steps can you take to
ensure your own personal performance does not dis-
tort your message?

106
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