Module 3-4 Obstacles to the Integration of HRVA and Decision Making - Social Factors 
Time
80 minutes

Objectives
For students to identify:
· social factors that affect the integration of HRVA and decision making
For students to describe:

· the four key social factors:  public apathy, risk communication, risk perception, and acceptance of risk and how these factors affect the public’s involvement in disaster management

Background

There are a number of social factors that affect the success of disaster management processes. Lack of public awareness, much of which is due to the historical development of disaster management, is one of these. However, there are other factors, including:  (1) public apathy, (2) risk communication, (3) risk perception, and (4) acceptance of risk.  
Course Content
Public Apathy

· Disasters are not events in which most people are interested (unless they are happening somewhere else!) They are unpleasant to contemplate: no one likes to think of their friends or family dying or lying injured after some devastating event. 
· Ethnicity should be retained as one of several independent variables, as cultural systems obviously impact hazard perception. Some evidence indicates that ethnic differences, like those associated with gender, may reflect lack of knowledge about the hazard.” (Drabek 1986, 329).  Hazard perceptions also vary according to occupation and that, just as risk perception differs from person to person, so it differs from community to community and, as Giarini (1993) points out, from culture to culture. 
· Denial of the potential for disaster continues to be a major factor in public apathy towards disaster mitigation. 
Risk Communication

· Risk communication assesses: (1) how participants receive and understand information regarding local hazards and risks, and (2) how the results of the HRV analysis are communicated to the policy makers and decision makers.  
· Risk communication is “an interactive process of exchange of information and opinion among individuals, groups and institutions. We construe risk communication to be successful to the extent that it raises the level of understanding of relevant issues or actions for those involved and satisfies them that they are adequately informed within the limits of available knowledge” (NRC 1989, 2) 
· Penning-Rowsell and Handmer (1990, 11) put it: “Risk communication is the passing of risk information from those who have that information to those who are presumed to be without it ... Risk communication cannot start without risk awareness and evaluation.”Communication implies dialogue and, thus, the active participation of both experts and laypersons.  
· It is important, at the start of any given project, to determine:

· what the public know, believe, and do not believe about the subject risk and ways to control it; 

· what quantitative and qualitative information participants need to know to make critical decisions;

· and how they think about and conceptualize the risk. (NRC 1989, 153)
Pidgeon et al. (cited in Horlick-Jones and Jones 1993, 31) conclude that there are four different conceptual approaches to risk communication:  

1.  Scientific communications –  “top-down” or one-way transmission of some message about a hazard from a particular “expert” source to a target “non-expert” audience.

2. Two-way exchange –  an interactive process that recognizes the important role that feedback plays in any complex communication. 
3. Wider institutional and cultural contexts stressed –  communicator takes account of the actions of risk management institutions, possible conflicting messages, and the history of the hazard in question
4. Risk communication as part of a wider political process –  the process as a prerequisite to the enabling and empowerment of risk-bearing groups
· Thus the key points that an adequate framework must take into account are: (1) the need to have a dialogue amongst and between local stakeholders and experts, (2) the need to provide stakeholders with essential and easily understood quantitative and qualitative data, and (3) the need to recognize the importance of assessing and understanding community vulnerabilities. 
· Do  not ignore the media, as heightened media interest influences emergency preparedness at the community level even once risks are adequately communicated, people will tend to perceive them in different ways.
Actual and Perceived Risk
· In any process that involves the determination of risk, it is important for the players to understand the concept of risk perception. Slovic (cited in Slaymaker 1995) defines risk perception as “the ‘common sense’ understanding of hazards, exposure and risk, arrived at by a community through intuitive reasoning ... usually expressed ... as ‘safe’ or ‘unsafe.’”  
· People need to have the most accurate information available when assessing the probability of a hazardous event, and researchers have found that there is often little correlation between perceived risk and actual risk. Variation in hazard perception and estimation can be accounted for by a combination of the following:  
1. Magnitude and frequency of the hazard;

2. Recency and frequency of personal experience, with intermediate frequency generating greatest variation in hazard interpretation and expectation;  
3. Importance of the hazard to income or locational interest; and

4. Personality factors such as risk-taking propensity, fate control, and views of nature. This variation is not related to common socio-economic indicators such as age, education and income. (White 1974, 159) 
· The more experience one has with specific hazards, especially if one has a direct economic relationship to them, the greater the accuracy of risk perception. Slovic et al. (1982, 263) define the characteristics of risk perception and attitudes (all of which, it would seem, may be readily applied to the field of disaster management) as follows: (1) voluntariness, (2) dread, (3) knowledge, (4) controllability, (5) benefits to society, and (6) number of deaths.  
· Giarini (1993, 243) says, “Risk perception differs greatly according to the size and nature of the perceiving entity or group concerned: individuals, groups within society, companies, nations; as also according to historical and cultural context and geographic region.” Hohenemser et al. (1983, 382) state: “The most striking aspect of these results is that perceived risk shows no significant correlation with the factor of mortality. Thus, the variable most frequently chosen by scientists to represent risk appears not to be a strong factor in the judgment of our subjects.” 
· What are the key points that should be incorporated into a framework for determining risk assessment? 
· Any analysis of risk needs to take into account how it is perceived by the people directly affected as well as by the individuals and organizations involved in responding to it, relying solely on the perceptions of scientific and technical analysts may give one a false impression of the actual situation (White 1988, 173).   
· Second, given that the process of risk assessment is often grounded in how people perceive risk, and given that most researchers agree that the general public is not very adept at estimating risk, it is critical that any such process include an educational component with regard to risk perception and risk assessment.  
Risk Acceptance

· How does one deal with an unacceptable risk? There are two ways to answer this question: one, reduce the risk so as to make it “acceptable”; or two, eliminate the risk. (Leytens 1993, 70) Even after a major disaster, for a variety of reasons residents are often reluctant to leave the affected area. 
· What is acceptable risk? How safe is safe enough? As William W. Lowrance asks, “Who should decide on the acceptability of what risk, for whom, in what terms, and why? 
A real estate developer standing on the ground floor of a new apartment building on the floodplain of a creek in a Missouri valley town was asked whether he thought he was taking any risk in locating a structure there. He replied to the contrary and, when pressed, observed further that he knew that the stream had many years earlier reached a stage at the point as high as his shoulders. How then could he say there was no risk? His answer was, “There isn’t any risk; I expect to sell this building before the next flood season.” (Burton et al. 1978, 96) 
· The willingness to take “risks” depends on how firmly we believe ourselves capable of keeping precarious situations under control, of checking a tendency towards causing loss, or maintaining our coverage by means of help, insurances, and the like in the event of losses occurring. (Luhmann 1993, 112) 
· According to Svenson (1988, 199): “One important aspect of the mental representation of a risk is whether it is considered acceptable or nonacceptable. If the risk is regarded as acceptable, no further action is taken. But if it is seen as unacceptable this builds up a potential for action.” 
· The unacceptability of risk is directly linked to existing vulnerabilities and accurate information.
Questions to ask students:
After reading “Four Approaches to Risk Communication.” by Peter Sandman what is one key point that Sandman makes regarding public apathy?

Answer:  One point Peter is making is that our approach to risk communication must also take into account public apathy.  He advocates public relations strategies are necessary where there is low outrage - or in other words an apathetic public.
How would you see the four points regarding risk communication applying to HRVAs?
Answer:  As communities engage in the HRV analysis they should be sharing and exchanging information on issues of joint concern; cultural contexts, as discussed are important given that disasters affect everyone; and communicating the risks associated with where they are living may be considered a first step towards mobilizing residents to lobby for change and for safer living environments 

Handouts
None
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