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Session 28: Communicating Preparedness Information I—Principles of Behavior Change
Time:  1 hour

Objectives:
Following this class, students will be able to:
28.1
Describe how attitudes interact with behavior, including the influence of persuasion.

28.2
Explain four components of persuasive communications:

                     -  Communicator


-  Message


-  Medium


-  Target audience

28.3
Discuss the relationship between a hazard threat and an individual’s perception of his/her resources to deal with that threat.

Scope:

This class and the next one will lay a foundation for developing a public information campaign designed to effect attitude change about disaster preparedness in a community.  Once the students understand the relationship between the psychological principles involved in persuading others to change behavior, and the specific research findings related to disaster preparedness activities, they will see the pathway from attitude change to behavior change.  
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Remarks:
Introduction

Now that we have discussed several community preparedness training programs, it is important to understand the best ways to motivate people both to learn about these programs and to take the recommended actions. It is preparedness behavior, after all, which translates into first aid training, storage of food and water, structural reinforcement of buildings, and all of the other desirable actions associated with individual and community disaster preparedness.

Suggested Class Exercise

· Ask the students to suggest some positive prevention action which would be generally considered a “good” thing by all, but which most people do not do.

Notes

Some examples might include wearing helmets while bicycling, installing fences around swimming pools, clearing brush away from homes in fire-prone areas, and exercising at least three times per week.

· List these on the board and challenge the students to offer suggestions as to what their peers, parents, teachers, or the public media could have done to make people change not only their thinking, but also their behavior concerning each action.

28.1
Describe how attitudes interact with behavior, 

including the influence of persuasion
· “Attitudes are beliefs and opinions that can predispose individuals to behave in certain ways” (Allen and Santrock, 1993:490).

They are cultivated gradually, and change over the years.  People may modify their beliefs about many issues, from critical moral issues such as capital punishment or prejudice, to the style of clothing or music they prefer.  These attitudes can change based on our experiences, what we read or see, and who we spend our time with.
· Consider the efforts politicians undertake in their attempts to secure votes, or the slick advertisements we see on television as manufacturers try to sell us their products.

· Ask the students to describe a few advertisements they found particularly persuasive and effective.  Take a few moments to discuss what they thought worked in these ads, and why.

28.2
Explain four components of persuasive 

communications: communicator, message, medium, and target audience
Bernstein, Clarke-Stewart, and Roy et al. (1994) write that successful persuasion to change depends on four factors: The communicator, the message, the medium, and the target audience (p. 627).  The following is adapted from their work.

Notes

1.  Communicator

Each attempt to persuade an individual to change his/her perspective on a given topic must be delivered by a person who can convince the audience to make that change.  Those perceived by recipients as more  knowledgeable, competent, trustworthy, authoritative, and similar to themselves tend to be regarded as more believable.  Thus, a communicator must be credible.
Advertisements like the one showing two adults and four children in soccer uniforms climbing into a seven-passenger van are designed to appeal to the segment of society with families in which parents are shuttling youngsters off to group activities.  The viewer makes the mental assumption that they need a comfortable and accommodating vehicle that appears safe yet fun to drive.  

Focusing on gender stereotypes, we see men pitch power tools while women sell laundry detergent.  Many other products or behaviors are promoted by having prominent personalities try to persuade us to engage in them.  For example, star athletes often endorse sports gear, entertainers encourage us to donate to certain organizations, and credible and respected news personalities remind us not to drink and drive over the New Year holiday.
Examples:
· Ask the students to consider a 30-second televised message concerning disaster preparedness mitigation measures for their homes.  

· Inquire which of these persons they think might be a credible communicator of this type of information: a local American Red Cross Disaster Preparedness Educator, the local mayor’s aide, or the manager of a large discount home repair and hardware retailer.

· Discuss their responses in terms of the issue of the messenger’s trustworthiness and integrity.

Notes

Without “communicator credibility” the audience may be unresponsive to the content of the message.
2.  Message

How does the content of the message itself affect the attitude of the recipient?  There are several factors which determine this:

a.  Does the audience already agree with the position advocated in the message?  If so, the message can be designed to reinforce the preexisting attitudes.

It’s much easier to get those in the community to support the enactment of a “leash law” if their children have repeatedly been chased by dogs running free in the neighborhood park.

Example:
Example:
Recent disasters offer a “window of opportunity” for community preparedness efforts.  The occurrence of a disaster, even if it occurred elsewhere, is the one factor, more than any other, that appears effective in reducing preparedness apathy.  Auf der Heide reports that following the 1987 Whittier Earthquake in California, public apathy was overcome and there was an increased receptivity to preparedness education and training.  

(Auf der Heide, E.  Disaster Response: Principles of Preparedness and Coordination.  1989:28-29.
b.  Does the audience disagree with the position advocated in the message?  

In this case it is often best to present both sides of the issue, acknowledging up front that the audience has a different point of view.  This demonstrates appreciation for the validity of the attitudes of the audience while providing specific conclusions which might lead audience members to reassess their position, opening the door for a shift in attitude.

Notes

Example:

A town is having fiscal hard times.  Municipal services are in jeopardy, but those who live there don’t want to maintain these services by enduring a tax assessment.  The message might acknowledge the existing tax burden, but also outline the potential loss of library services and reduced maintenance of parks and streets, the presence of which make the community a more enjoyable, wholesome place to live.
Example:
Families have many competing demands on their time and financial resources.  Basic issues of affordable homes, caring for children, and busy schedules of work and school seem to be all consuming.  A natural response to a disaster preparedness initiative might be, “We don’t have the time or money necessary to prepare for some rare possibility while we’re juggling work, school and family obligations.”  Disaster managers may have to fashion their messages to acknowledge these conflicting pressures, and then reinforce the fact that many preparedness steps don’t take either excessive time or financial resources.  In addition, the point could be made that a small investment of time and money before a likely hazard becomes a reality can pay great dividends in injury prevention, home and work security, and the ability to reduce financial losses when the inevitable occurs.
Notes

c.  How well-informed is the audience?  

The less people know about an issue, the more likely they are to be persuaded by a message which appeals to their emotion, rather than to their logic.

Example:
A group of college students have not yet confronted the issues of providing for their needs in their retirement years.  Messages suggesting financial insecurity of an elderly couple, beginning with their activities as young adults, might be persuasive in marketing certain investment firms.
Where disasters are concerned, “people must believe not only that the threat is real, but also that it is a threat to them” (American Red Cross. Community Disaster Education Guide. 1992:49).  Recognizing that a hazard threat is real is a first step in changing attitudes toward community disaster preparedness.
d.  Fear can be used to change attitudes, up to a point.  
     

Sometimes a frightening scenario can motivate, particularly if it includes information about how to avoid unpleasant outcomes.  However, if fear is the only component recalled by the audience, people may ignore the intent of the message altogether. “We use the phrase, ‘preparing without scaring.’”(Phyllis Mann, personal communication).
Messages depicting rubble, injuries and homelessness following a natural disaster may leave viewers cold.  The scene may only reinforce a sense of powerlessness.  Now consider a message which shows a home with minimal damage because the homeowner had bolted the house to its foundation and secured the water heater to the structure.  While the damage was shown in both messages, positive outcomes based on explicit information turned a fearful scene of structural failure into one of minimal loss.

Notes

Researchers have shown that variables associated with the hazard may affect the responses of the intended audience.  For example, a “persuasive communication” informing an individual of the potential risk from an unpleasant event might be enough to motivate a change in behavior.  On the other hand, if the severity of the event is perceived as too great, the effect might be to decrease the effectiveness of the communication (Beck, K.H and Frankel, A.  “A Conceptualization of Threat Communications and Protective Health Behavior.”  Social Psychology Quarterly.  1981.  3: 203-217).  Faced with the possibility of bad news, an individual tends to think through the problem, focusing on 1) the seriousness of the threat, and 2) whether he or she has personal resources to help deal with the threat.

3.  The medium
What is the best way to spread the message?  Clearly television, with its ability to present either live or filmed images of the topic under consideration (political candidate, product advertisement, public service message concerning disaster preparedness), is considered to be a very powerful medium for effecting attitude change.  While researchers may disagree over the strength of television’s influence on individual attitudes, it is clear that its audience is far greater than any other medium.

Many have argued that the first televised presidential debates between John Kennedy and Richard Nixon were crucial to Kennedy’s election in 1960.  Kennedy’s good-humored, calm, and articulate appearance contrasted sharply with Nixon’s less fluid speech pattern and his repeated need to blot perspiration from his upper lip.
Example:
Notes

Yet, there are other effective strategies for communicating hazard threats.  For example, during the 1997-98 winter season, the City of Los Angeles embarked on a multidimensional effort to inform residents of the potential risks of the predicted El Nino conditions.  A combination of radio announcements, direct mailings and community meetings with city disaster preparedness experts was used to motivate the population to take steps to protect property from potential flooding, mudslides and disruption of municipal services.  The director of the city’s Office of Emergency Preparedness concluded that these actions resulted in fewer losses to Los Angeles residents (Presentation by Ellis Stanley.  National Hazards Workshop. Boulder, Colorado.  July 13, 1998).
4.  The target audience

There are a variety of audience characteristics which are important to the process of changing attitudes.  Some of these may facilitate change, some hamper it, and some, while seemingly important, may have little overall impact. The following discussion of audience characteristics is adapted from Bernstein, Clark-Stewart and Roy et al. (1994:627 and 631):

a.  Age 

Younger people are more likely to change their attitudes than older ones, perhaps because they are more receptive to opinion and input from others, and have yet to build a base of experiences which may firm up their own attitudes.
As we saw in an earlier session on disaster preparedness for children, the receptivity of children to developing positive attitudes toward emergency preparedness can have a substantial influence on overall community disaster education efforts.  An application of this principle can be found in emergency preparedness educational efforts in schools, which can have a powerful effect on how children approach disaster hazards at home.

Notes

Example:

The Salina, Kansas Fire Department presents a fire safety program to 3,800 children from grades four to six in every elementary school in the city.  The program teaches the children “practical lifesaving skills that could save their lives in a fire or burn emergency and to help children and their parents become more aware of fire and burn hazards within the home” (p. 49).  The city has documented several life-threatening fires in which children who received this school training acted correctly and prevented fatalities.

Vineyard, C.  “Salina Fire Department: Elementary School Program.”  In Proving Public Fire Education Works.  Arlington:TriData Corp. 1990:49-51
b.  Intelligence

Some argue that highly intelligent audiences will both understand the persuasive arguments, and thus be more likely to change their attitudes and behavior.  Others suggest that such individuals will challenge the logic of the arguments, be more likely to find flaws in the presentation, and therefore not change at all.  Audience intelligence, then, is not a reliable correlate with susceptibility to persuasion.

c.  Self esteem

Those with low self esteem tend to value the attitudes of others more, but at the same time may be incompletely attentive to events around them.  Thus, while susceptible to persuasive arguments, those with low self esteem may not think about them enough to effect change.  In contrast, high self esteem people pay attention to others, but their self confidence precludes susceptibility to change.

The American Red Cross recommends personalizing the disaster preparedness issue by reinforcing for people that they can effectively prepare for a disaster. “Tell them: ‘You can do this; you can get ready; it’s something you can do now.’  People get more involved when they feel they are in control over their situation.” (American Red Cross. Community Disaster Education Guide. 1992:80).  This tendency will be discussed again later in this class session.

Notes

d.  
Relevance of the topic

The more important the topic is to those in the audience, the more they will be receptive to strongly presented arguments.  However, even highly involved individuals will reject persuasion attempts which are weakly presented, regardless of the speaker’s personal credibility.

“The public responds more accurately and effectively to disaster-specific messages.  Disaster educators often fail when they try to present messages covering topics not directly related to the subject.  The public wants to know exactly what to do about disasters they think might happen to them.”

Community Disaster Education Guide. American Red Cross. 1992:50.
28.3
Discuss the relationship between a hazard threat and an individual’s perception of his/her resources to deal with that threat
Within the parameters of communication, message, medium, and audience is the complex relationship between the extent of the 

potential threat and an individual’s appraisal of the ability to deal with that threat.

Notes

· Disaster preparedness educators need to portray the reality of potential hazards while, at the same time, raising the audience’s capacity to respond positively to the consequences of those hazards.
In an effort to untangle these two factors, Mulilis and Duval (1995) studied the relationship between variables which are associated with the “person” and those which are associated with the “event.”  

Person-associated variables: those actions an individual may take to produce a protective or mitigating effect against a hazard (e.g., disaster preparedness).  

Event-associated variables: the probability of a disaster’s occurrence - the severity of the consequences of the disaster.

Mulilis and Duval found that people who felt more responsible for hazard preparedness viewed themselves as more capable of minimizing or preventing the negative consequences of a hazard.  These “person” related attitudes became even stronger as the level of the projected threat increased.  In contrast, when personal responsibility was low (e.g., assuming that government, an employer, or an apartment building manager will take care of these problems), there was no change in preparedness behavior.

Summary

Once formulated, attitudes are difficult to change.  The challenge to disaster preparedness educators is to understand the 

preexisting beliefs of the target audience and to optimize the attitude-changing qualities of the communicator, message, medium, and audience.  The content of the message may have direct implications on the success of the efforts to change behavior, and an increased sense of responsibility for taking action is a key component in motivating individuals to prepare.

The next two class sessions address two important principles in communicating disaster preparedness information: the concept of overcoming a population’s disaster denial, and the unique challenges posed by hard to reach populations with varying cultural backgrounds.

Notes

The class on Overcoming Disaster Denial provides a research base for what types of techniques may be used to overcome disaster denial, thereby facilitating the public’s willingness to accept a hazard risk, and take action to mitigate its impact.

The session on Hard to Reach Populations will introduce students to such factors as language, ethnicity, and integration into the community, and how these present both obstacles and opportunities for community disaster preparedness programs.
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