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Session 29: Communicating Preparedness Information II—Overcoming Disaster Denial 

Time:  1 hour

Objectives:
Following this class, students will be able to:

29.1
Explain how the risk of a low-probability, high consequence 

natural disaster affects preparedness activities by the public.

29.2
Describe the impact of details provided in disaster preparedness 

information and the public’s level of concern for whether or not 

they need to act on this information.

29.3
Discuss the impact of disaster images on preparedness behavior.

29.4
Describe the relevance of the concepts of response efficacy and 

personal efficacy to overcoming disaster denial by the public.
Scope:
Building on the principles discussed in the previous class of communicating attitude changing messages and an individual’s perception of his/her resources to effect those changes, this class explores how disaster-specific information needs to be delivered to maximize public action.  By constructing public information campaigns to motivate the community to take disaster preparedness actions, disaster denial may be overcome.
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Remarks:
Suggested Introductory Activity
· Ask the students to think about the people they know in their home towns (family members, friends, neighbors, or others with whom they have had extended relationships prior to attending the college where this course is being offered).

· Ask them to consider the natural disaster risks they believe most relevant to those in that home town community.

· Now solicit from the class responses to the following questions for discussion:

Notes

“How many of you think that the people in your home town are aware of the hazard risk?”

“What percentage of these people do you think have taken steps to reduce the impact of that hazard should it occur?”

“Now, for that percentage who are aware but have taken no action, offer some strategies you believe would be effective in changing their preparedness attitudes and modifying their behavior.”

· Take a few moments to permit discussion of the relationship between people who are aware of a hazard, have done little to mitigate its potential for damage, and those steps that the students have offered which might change behavior.

29.1
Explain how the risk of a low-probability, high 

consequence natural disaster affects preparedness 

activities by the public
When considering the entire U.S., natural disasters are a relatively common occurrence.  But the likelihood of a disaster striking a specific location is a rather rare event.
In considering past experience with such hazards as hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, and earthquakes, disaster planners have developed both general preparedness steps and “hazard-specific” actions which, if taken by the public, can reduce damage and injury should a disaster occur.
These might include zoning, construction techniques, and emergency behaviors, among others.
Why, then, isn’t every home in San Francisco retrofitted with seismic structural engineering?  Why doesn’t everyone in Central
Oklahoma have portable radios, flashlights and a supply of spare batteries?  How come those living in the Gulf states don’t all have roof straps and storm shutters?  Why don’t all people living and working in flood plains practice evacuation plans in the event of severe rains or precipitous snow melt?

Notes

According to Mileti et al. (1992), “It is often difficult to convince the public of the risk of a low-probability, high-consequence natural disaster by disseminating information” (p. 19).

“A significant obstacle to the reasonable management of environmental risks is the lack of an effective mechanism to spark real public concern and action.  A risk must be well publicized to inspire personal protective actions”

(p. 16).
· As a general principle, Mileti et al. (1992) offer this explanation for why the public underrate the risk of a low-probability, high consequence natural disaster:

Mileti and his colleagues based their conclusions on research of public responses to a prediction of an earthquake in central California.

“Residents at risk could hardly avoid hearing many times about the prediction experiment, general earthquake information, and recommendations of how to prepare” (p. 20).
In April 1985, the U.S. Geological Survey issued a formal public forecast of a 90% probability of a damaging quake around Parkfield, California, sometime between 1985 and 1993.  The probability was thus high, but the time frame for the occurrence was long (eight years).  There was an unprecedented amount of publicity concerning this first ever, scientifically-based earthquake prediction.

-  Newspapers

-  Radio

- Television

-  Brochures, leaflets, slide presentations (utility 

   companies, American Red Cross)

-  Community group presentations

-  1988 direct mailing (three years after the 

   prediction) of official brochures to 122,000 

   households “at risk” from the Governor’s Office 

   of Emergency Services.  The brochure 

   described the details of the earthquake hazard, 

   with preparedness action recommendations
The forms of this publicity included:

Notes

While no such earthquake occurred during the prediction period, Mileti et al. studied the effect of this prediction on those people living in the towns surrounding Parkfield (Coalinga, Taft and Paso Robles). In 1989, (four years after the prediction was made) questionnaires were mailed to randomly selected households in the three target communities.  People were surveyed to determine if the population at risk took any preparedness actions, which individuals did prepare, and what sort of information was effective in getting them to do so.

Of the three communities surveyed, between 65% to 94% of those surveyed knew about the prediction.  Printed materials delivered to homes was most effective for long-term warning.  In fact, public knowledge of the prediction was most influenced by the government brochure.

The researchers concluded that the combination of televised and other media information, as well as posters and meetings seemed to prepare the public for the impact of the government brochure released later.  “The more channels through which residents heard about the prediction, the more they took note of it” (p. 20). 

While making people aware of a hazard risk is no guarantee of public preparedness action, it is a critical first step.  Even if people will admit to the presence of a hazard risk, few will do much about it if they don’t perceive the likelihood of the hazard occurring in the immediate future.

In the Parkfield survey, however, residents’ perception of a greater risk extended for several years after the 1985 predictions, not just in the immediate threat period, as might be expected following an imminent hurricane prediction.  

29.2
Describe the impact of details provided in disaster 

preparedness information and the public’s level of 

concern for whether or not they need to act on this 

information
Emergency planners are often frustrated in their efforts to get the public motivated to prepare for a disaster because the public doesn’t seem to respond to information about the scientific probability of the disaster risk.
Notes

· Mileti’s group observed that the official California brochure  was filled with details concerning the timing of the earthquake, the probability of it occurring at different magnitudes, and the likelihood of it causing variable damage at different sites.  

They reasoned that most residents reduced complexity of this information into a simple construct: either they needed to be concerned about the prediction, or they didn’t.

“The specific details of the prediction profiled the risk, but few residents remembered any of the details.  The accuracy with which residents remembered the details had relatively little effect on their perception of the level of risk.  Thus, the residents either embraced or ignored the personal salience of the prediction and forgot the details” (p. 36).
So, are details important in the public’s perception of risk?  Mileti et al. concluded that even if the technicalities of risk information are too complex for the public to fully understand, these and other bits of information motivate the public to dichotomize whether or not, for them, the hazard risk is a legitimate concern.  Once people perceive that the risk is a concern, they will be of a mindset to take preparedness actions.
29.3
Discuss the impact of disaster images on preparedness behavior
· The preceding discussions have led to two important conclusions:

1.  
The more an impending hazard is publicized, the more the public will keep this risk alive in their thinking.

2.  
People tend to distill detailed hazard information into a dichotomy of whether or not they need to be concerned about the hazard.

Notes

With these factors on risk perception in mind, disaster preparedness educators need to consider how to best deliver preparedness information to their audiences.   Many believe that if you show people how damaging a disaster can be, they will be more attentive to the data being presented, and more motivated to take the actions recommended to mitigate the hazard’s impact.

· Lopes (1992) addressed the issue of the use of disaster damage images in disaster preparedness presentations.

He and his colleagues prepared two sets of 60 disaster preparedness slides.  One set contained 15 (25%) slides depicting disaster damage, while the second set replaced these 15 with slides showing the correct actions to take in a disaster.  Trained preparedness education instructors were given four months to make presentations to the public in states at known risk for specific disasters (floods, tornadoes and earthquakes). 

The instructors alternated their slide sets, so that half of their presentations contained the slides with disaster damage images, while the other half had slides with disaster-correct actions.

Tornado




1,076

Flood





2,352

Earthquake




1,311
The following table shows the number of people attending these educational sessions from different hazard areas:

Attendees were surveyed just prior to the educational presentation, and again six months later, to see if they had taken the recommended preparedness actions.

Of the 4,739 total attendees, 3,746 (79%) were reached for the six month follow-up survey.  For all hazards, an average of 70% of those who saw the slides of disaster damage reported that they remembered the presentation, while 49% who did not see the disaster damage slides recalled seeing the presentation. 

Notes

However, although individuals who saw the damage slides remembered the presentation, significantly fewer of them took the time after the presentation to take the following preparedness measures (when compared with those who didn’t see damage images, but who viewed slides with instructions depicting correct preparedness actions):

1.  Procure and gather essential disaster supplies.

2.  Designate an outside person to be a family contact in case of disaster.

3.  Practice a disaster plan.

4.  Understand flood and tornado warning systems (in the appropriate communities).

5.  Know where to go in the event of an evacuation.

Lopes concluded that more people who saw disaster images tended to either deny or avoid the issue of a disaster risk (p. 21):
“I don’t want to think about it.”

“If it is that bad, there’s nothing I can do about it anyway.”

“It’s too horrible to talk to my family about.”

“I do not want to frighten my family.”
According to Lopes, “avoidance and denial accounted for 100% of the lack of action among those who saw disaster damage images” (p. 21).

For those who failed to take preparedness actions and who didn’t see disaster damage images (receiving disaster-adaptive instructions instead), the responses for why they didn’t prepare were most likely to be based on the following explanation (p.21):

“I haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

Notes

This response, which Lopes classified as apathy, accounted for 78% of the inaction by those who didn’t see damage images.

Thus, while viewing disaster damage does seem to confirm that audiences will be more attentive to the presentation (more said they remembered presentations with these images), fewer will take appropriate preparedness steps, probably because these images heighten a sense of avoidance and denial.
29.4
Describe the relevance of the concepts of response 

efficacy and personal efficacy to overcoming disaster 

denial by the public
Lopes’ work also shows that even if given information on the right preparedness steps to take in the absence of avoidance or denial inducing disaster damage images, not everyone will take those recommended preparedness actions.  An explanation for this inaction might lie in the literature on health protective behavior.  

· Beck and Frankel (1981) reviewed the literature on the impact of fear on the types of health protective actions people take and conclude that two basic beliefs function in determining how individuals perceive a threat to their well-being:

The authors defined this as: “The perceived contingency between the performance of the recommended response and the reduction of the depicted threat.  For response efficacy to be present, one needs to be convinced that the coping response is effective at preventing the threat or substantially reducing the probability of its occurrence.”

Beck, K.H. and Frankel, A.  1981:212.
1.  Response efficacy.  

In disaster preparedness terms, people must 
believe that the recommended actions will reduce the impact of the hazard, lessening the likelihood 
that damage or injury will occur.

Notes

This is defined as: “The person’s perceived ability to perform the recommended action successfully. Since the recommended course of action in a health threat communication may be unclear, confusing, or perceived as hard to accomplish, the recipient’s motivation to perform the coping response may be undermined.”

Beck and Frankel.  1981:212.
2.  Personal efficacy.  


Thus, to get people to take preparedness actions, the instructions must be clearly stated and easy to accomplish, both physically and financially.

· This theoretical basis for communicating health protective information was shown to be valid in the results of the Parkfield earthquake prediction experiment.

Mileti et al. (1992) found that people need to believe that the recommended preparedness responses will be effective in the event of an earthquake (response efficacy).  They concluded that this belief was achieved through the repeated dissemination of risk information.  Making the hazard risk more real, more salient to the population, helps people to personalize the risk.  Each additional step in the public information campaign further encourages people to read more about the hazard and interact socially about it through discussions with their relatives and neighbors.  

Mileti et al. suggests that “this process permits people to gather information and form their own ideas about the level of risk and what they should do about it” (p. 38). However, they caution that this “information ownership” takes time to develop.

Their results also suggest that there is a dimension of personal efficacy which is operational in public disaster preparedness. According to the authors, people often “took the actions that were least expensive and most easily and quickly accomplished” (p. 36).

Notes

Preparedness actions which were costly, either in monetary terms, or in terms of time invested, were least likely to occur.  In the Parkfield study, the four preparations most likely to be taken were:


1.  Find out what to do during an earthquake.


2.  Rearrange household items for safety.


3.  Purchase earthquake insurance.


4.  Stockpile emergency supplies.

Other recommended actions, including organizing neighborhood watch groups for emergency responses, learning first aid, and retrofitting their houses for earthquake resistance, were either too time consuming or too expensive.  Consequently these actions were not likely to be taken, regardless of their intrinsic merit.

Summary
People tend to reduce a hazard risk to a dichotomy, concluding that the risk is either personally relevant or not relevant.  In order to get people to reject disaster denial or apathy and increase the internalization of hazard risk and preparedness activities,  researchers have identified several successful strategies which disaster preparedness educators can use.  These include:

1.  
Vigorous publicity of the risk through the repeated use of consistent and credible messages.

2.  
The delivery of this information through respected sources.

3.  
The use of a wide variety of media to capture those to which the target audience pays the most attention.

Clarity of the message, through a wide variety of credible sources, delivered over time is the major component necessary to maximize the success of a community disaster preparedness program.
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