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Session 10: Citizen Disaster Denial

Time:  1 hour
Objectives:


Scope:
This class session will review some of the research which has investigated public apathy and denial toward disaster preparedness and hazard perceptions.  It will also briefly outline some methods which might be used to change those perceptions, affecting preparedness action. (These will be discussed in detail in Section VI of this Instructor Guide).
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Remarks:

Suggested Activity

· The instructor may read the following scenario to the class:

Imagine you are about to cross a street at an intersection.  You notice a bus pulling away from the curb in your direction.  If you step off the curb, the bus will strike you.  

Would you avoid crossing at that moment?  Would you change your course of action immediately and wait on the curb until the bus has either stopped to let you cross (not likely), or has driven passed you? (Solicit student responses and ask them to explain their thinking).

Now what if I told you that you always should be careful crossing the street because a bus might hit you.  Would you give up ever crossing the street?  Of course not.

· What is the difference in these two scenarios?

Notes

The first poses an immediate threat, for which you can take immediate, injury preventing action, at virtually no expense.  The second is an ever-present remote danger.  To avoid crossing all streets with bus traffic would be incompatible with daily existence.

· Disaster-related example

Suppose you have lived in Miami all of your life.  Your job, family, and friends are all there.  You know that you might experience a hurricane if you live in this part of the U.S. Would this be enough to force you to move away? 

Hurricanes are a very real threat to the millions who live in the Miami area, but their likelihood is remote, and the further likelihood that any one individual will be killed or badly injured if one struck remains remote.  Would you be receptive to preparedness activities?  How about if you heard that a category 4 hurricane was heading directly toward Miami, with an expected landfall in 8-12 hours?  Would you evacuate, or board up windows and prepare the basic necessities for riding out the storm?

· Main point of example

Disaster researchers have shown that people respond differently to the threat of immediate danger versus remote threats.  If a threat is perceived to be immediate, people generally take actions that are adaptive.  They try to protect themselves, their families, and their property.  If evacuation is required, people will usually do so in an orderly fashion (Turner, R. et al., p. 48).  

10.1
Discuss at least three reasons for public apathy 

regarding disaster preparedness
· Apathy

Most people don’t take long-term threats seriously, until after they happen.  Even though people are aware of these “possible-but-not-soon” disasters, if they took them too seriously, they’d be forced to reduce the resulting cognitive dissonance by taking the ultimate

Notes

action...relocating.  So, they have to package their concerns in the framework of the reality of the responsibilities and concerns of everyday life.  This relegates long-range disaster preparedness to a back-burner mentality.  We don’t deny that the hazard exists; we are simply too preoccupied with the immediacy of our lives to make preparedness activities a priority.  Many disaster authorities refer to this type of thinking as “apathy” (Auf der Heide, E.  Disaster Response: Principles of Preparedness and Coordination.  St. Louis: CV Mosby Co., 1989:19-20).

1.  
Lack of awareness

In some cases, apathy is a direct reflection of simple lack of awareness.  (“We didn’t know there was a toxic dump three miles from our home.”)          

2.  
Underestimate risks

Some people underestimate the risk of a hazard.  (“Sure we don’t live too far from the river, but it hasn’t flooded in 75 years.”)

3.  
Over-reliance on technology

Others rely too much on technology. (“They have so many warning and containment systems at the refrigeration plant, there could never be a serious ammonia leak.”)  


4.  
Ignoring/devaluation of a realistic threat

Still another dissonance-reducing technique is devaluing the reality of a threat. (“We know they have tornadoes here, but we can’t do much about Mother Nature,” or  “Those wilderness area fires are devastating, but we love hearing the coyotes howl at night.  And besides, they have a great fire department in this community.”)

Notes

10.2
Identify some common attitudes of public denial 

regarding disaster preparedness

In 1991, Peggy Brutsche, Rocky Lopes and Lynne Filderman described five disaster denials in their course “Conducting Disaster Education Activities in Your Community” for the American Red Cross (March, 1991).

· People believe that:


1.  
A disaster will not happen.


2.  
A disaster will not happen to me.


3.  
If a disaster does happen and it happens to me, it will not be that bad.


4. 
If a disaster does happen to me and it is that bad, I can’t do anything about it anyway.

5.  
If a disaster does happen, someone else (government, Red Cross, insurance, church groups) will take care of me.

Thinking consistent with any of these five beliefs inevitably

results in taking no action.
10.3
Understand the difference between awareness and salience, using data from sociological research on earthquake risk perceptions in Southern California.

Let’s refer again to Turner’s research on the earthquake threat in Southern California related to awareness of the Palmdale Uplift.  Having established that nearly 60% of the people surveyed knew of the bulge, the team next tried to differentiate between the importance of awareness of the risk, and its salience.

Awareness suggests that people know about the bulge and perhaps some of the predictions concerning a damaging earthquake in the next year.  Salience implies that these conditions are constantly in their thoughts, that they are preoccupied with its possibility.

Notes

· Turner’s survey

To differentiate between awareness and salience, Turner’s group interviewed residents of Los Angeles County, asking them the following three questions:

1.  
“What, in your opinion, are the three most important problems facing the residents of Southern California today.  


Only 2.4% mentioned earthquakes.

2.  
“If a friend was moving to Southern California in the near future, is there any particular problem you might warn him or her of before making the decision to move here?”

Nearly 2/3 answered “yes”, but only 2.9% said that earthquakes are the problem they would identify to their relocating friend.

These two questions suggest that the threat of a damaging earthquake is not conspicuous on the list of concerns of Southern Californians.  Even though nearly 60% of the sample knew about the uplift and its possible risk, a year after the publicity (when this study was conducted) hardly anyone was preoccupied with the thought.  There was awareness but not much salience.

The third question was designed to focus the thinking of the respondent a bit more toward the threat of an earthquake, without specifically mentioning it:

3.  
“Compared to other sections of the United States, do you think Southern California is a more or less hazardous place to live?”
About 40% felt it was more hazardous, but when asked why, less than 1 in 11 listed earthquakes as the reason.  Indeed, those who felt it was less hazardous DID list earthquakes in their responses, but only to compare them with a perceived greater threat of violent, weather-related hazards that are more common elsewhere.

Notes

· But this research does suggest that respondents reveal a sense of fear in regard to experiencing earthquakes, when    they are directly asked. 

The authors found that the threat of earthquakes may have little salience.  People might have fears and concerns over more pressing, more immediately apparent concerns.  However, once the questions turned specifically to fears about earthquakes, responses became more focused upon them.  More than 60% indicated they were frightened by the thought of experiencing a damaging earthquake, and nearly 50% admitted worrying about one.   So while on the surface, day to day activities might preempt disaster threat salience resulting in apathy or denial, specific challenges concerning a hazard threat bring concerns about them to the forefront.

10.4
Understand two strategies that might reduce public apathy toward disaster preparedness.

Subsequent questions showed that 60% of people are fatalistic about the general impact of an earthquake; that is, they believe earthquakes will cause widespread damage and loss of life, regardless of whether or not they prepared.  But, as Turner writes:

· Strategies

Many of these concepts are detailed in Section IV of this Instructor Guide.  Also, Section VI explores the issues of community disaster preparedness information.  The importance of public perception of warnings, preparedness education, and the entire process of transition from public disaster denial to a position of disaster preparedness will 
be discussed from both the research and applied perspectives.

Notes

1.  Provide reliable warning.

Perhaps most important for those interested in disaster preparedness education, fully 2/3 said they would take protective action if they had some reliable warning that an earthquake was imminent.
While this is unlikely given the current state of seismic forecasting, authorities can recognize and predict the imminence of many hazard threats.  Accurate warnings are a real component of preparedness for violent storms, expanding wilderness fires, and migrating toxic spills.

2.  Provide people with disaster-specific preparedness and mitigation steps they can take.

These steps should apply to a variety of hazards, but be tailored to those likely to occur within the targeted community:
-  Bolt house to foundation

-  Strap water heater to wall studs

-  Assemble basic disaster supplies

-  Hold a family meeting to discuss relevant

   hazards and what to do about them

-  Install hurricane shutters

-  Install smoke detectors

-  Purchase flood insurance

-  Purchase earthquake insurance

-  Determine a non-local contact point for family 
members to call if separated by disaster

-  Hold periodic disaster drills at home, school, and/or 
business settings to practice critical behaviors which 
will have to occur without hesitation in a real 
emergency

Examples:
Notes

3.  Teach people how to respond in an emergency situation (preparedness education)  

With realistic hazard analysis, valid warnings, and by teaching people what to do in an emergency situation, preparedness education has a chance to impact the consequences of a disaster.

This conclusion defines the very basis of individual, 
family, and community disaster preparedness education.
At the conclusion of this class session, students should be able to:
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“Fewer are fatalistic when it comes to the possibility of taking steps to protect themselves.  The majority are not hopeless about enhancing their own survival chances, but there appears to be widespread lack of confidence in the effectiveness of protective measures currently known to them” (p. 68).
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