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Session 9: Citizen Perception of Risk
Time:  1 hour
Objectives:


Scope:

This session will introduce students to the research findings on risk perception, and to a survey model used to evaluate the response to a proposed disaster threat in a given community.
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9.1
Explain underlying social factors involved in risk perception

Actual risks posed by a disaster may have little bearing on human behavior in response to the threat.  Individual or group perceptions of the likelihood of a disaster, and an estimate of its severity, are important determinants of how receptive human beings are to taking preparedness actions in the event the hazard becomes a reality.  

· Consider the following general observations concerning risk perception:

1.  Most people find it hard to even identify hazards as threats since the magnitude and frequency of many hazards are difficult to predict.  Assumptions made by people regarding a potential disaster threat, then, may be poorly founded.

2.  Previous experience with a given disaster hazard tends to make people more knowledgeable about it.

3.  The underlying personalities of people affected by disasters will impact their responses to it.  For example, an inherent ability to confront and respond to danger versus a fatalistic outlook.

Notes

4.  People tend to learn more about those disaster hazards that can have severe consequences.

5.  The higher the socioeconomic status, the more accurate the hazard perception and the greater the  ability to make adjustments to it.

6.  While individuals might respond to a disaster threat in one way, social/peer pressures have the ability to modify these responses.

7.  People in developing countries are more likely to accept the role of God as more directly involved in disasters, whereas people in more developed countries see God as more removed.

8.  Government officials base their hazard awareness on what they think the public expects of them.

(Adapted from Burton, I., Kates, W. and White, G.F.  The Environment as Hazard. New York: Oxford University Press, 1978:106-7.)

9.2
Describe an example of research findings in risk perception: The threat of an earthquake in Southern California
· In the early 1970’s, there was increasing interest in the accuracy of earthquake prediction.  

In 1973, the location of a magnitude 7.3 earthquake in China was predicted within hours of its occurrence.  From 1974-1977, five small earthquakes were successfully predicted in the U.S.  In 1976, geologists reported a large bulge in the earth’s surface in Southern California, near Palmdale, about 30 miles northeast of Los Angeles.  This uplift extended over 100 miles of the San Andreas Fault, a major fracture in the earth’s crust extending underneath California.  The fault courses for some 750 miles from southeast of Los Angeles northward to approximately 130 miles south of the California-Oregon border, before angling offshore.  While the significance of the uplift was subject to debate, many seismologists were concerned

Notes

that it might represent the precursor to a long overdue major rupture of the fault, reaching a Richter magnitude 8.  A quake of this nature was felt to be capable of causing 12,000 deaths and unfathomable numbers of injuries in the L.A. area.  Property losses would be staggering.  

· Turner’s survey of earthquake risk perception
In 1977, about a year after the first publicity concerning the Palmdale bulge, Ralph Turner and his colleagues at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) conducted a survey of 1,450 adults living in Los Angeles County.  The survey was designed to examine the awareness of the uplift by Southern Californians, their expectations of what might happen, and their perception of  earthquake risk and the actions they might take in response to that risk.

· Results: Risk perception of an upcoming large earthquake in Southern California

Based on this survey, Turner and his colleagues were able to make several generalizations concerning risk perception.

In response to the question, “How likely do you think it is that there will be a damaging earthquake in Southern California within the next year?”, the respondents were split almost equally.  Nearly 50% felt there would not be such a quake, while 44% felt there would.  Only 6.4% were undecided.  Thus, from a perception of risk, nearly 1 out of 2 people thought there would be an earthquake sufficient to cause damage within the next 12 months.  What made 1/2 of the population think that a damaging quake would occur, and the other 1/2 think that it would not?

· The Palmdale Uplift - Was Publicity a Determinant in Perceived Risk Responses?
The authors tried to relate the publicity about the Palmdale Uplift to this “split vote,” but couldn’t.  In fact, virtually the same number of people who had heard of the uplift as those who had not thought an earthquake would occur within a year.  Thus, knowing about and understanding the potential significance of the uplift did not seem to make a significant difference in the belief of an impending quake:
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“The relationship between awareness of the uplift and expecting a damaging earthquake is not a strong one.”  

Then, Turner’s group wanted to see the impact of the numerous warning announcements and news reports concerning the uplift.  Specifically, they wondered if there was a relationship between the number of announcements people remembered, and their belief that an earthquake which would cause damage would occur in the next year.  

The data suggested that the more announcements people heard, the more they thought a damaging earthquake was likely.  Those who heard two announcements were more likely to believe this (51%), than those who heard one (43%), but nearly 1/3  of those who heard no announcements still thought there would be a damaging quake within a year.  Perhaps this is because the threat of an earthquake is so pervasive in the thinking of Southern Californians.  But even given a high baseline of quake-expecting residents, the hearing of more announcements portending a possible quake seemed to correlate with an increase in the perception of that risk.  

Yet even for those people who seemed convinced that the risk of an earthquake was real, many were unable to recall any specific announcements they had heard which they felt were particularly relevant.  Turner’s group concluded that, “whatever the source of people’s convictions about a coming earthquake, the convictions persist when the source can no longer be recalled easily.”

· What are we to make of these theories and research findings concerning citizen perception of risk?  Why do half of the people seemingly ignore the threat, even when presented with suggestive information of its likelihood?

Notes

9.3
Discuss the concept of cognitive dissonance and 
corresponding responses


· A definition of cognitive dissonance 
How can people live in the shadow of a hazard and not take action to prepare for its threat (e.g. continuing to live in a flood plain which is inundated annually with flood waters)?  Bernstein et al. describe the relationship between behavior and attitudes and what occurs when they are inconsistent, using the term “cognitive dissonance.”  People prefer their beliefs and actions to be consistent with one another.  When they are not, people feel uneasy and experience a sense of conflict (Bernstein, D.A., Clark-Stewart, A. and Roy, E.J. et al.  Psychology.  3rd ed.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1994:625).

“Cognitive dissonance refers to the way people tend to filter out information that is disturbing or at odds with firmly held beliefs, opinions, or ‘facts’.”
A disaster preparedness perspective is offered by Wayne Blanchard, Ph.D., of the Emergency Management Institute, FEMA (Personal communication.  February, 1998):

· To reduce this dissonance, individuals must either ignore the validity of the threat, or take action to mitigate its impact.  

Since ignoring the validity seems illogical, it might be assumed that the more one knows about the likelihood of a disaster, the more that person will look into mitigating actions, weigh the relative outcomes of each action, and then embark on a course of activities designed to reduce the impact of the threat.

1.  Ignore the validity of the threat.

a.  Complacency and overall resistance to changing one’s habits and environment tends to permit people to interpret hazard risk information in a distorted fashion.  

People erroneously discount the seriousness of the potential hazard and ignore the risks, or they convince themselves that
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their usual precautions for everyday occurrences will somehow suffice in the event of catastrophe. About 50% of those sampled in Turner’s study indicated that their knowledge of a hazard and its potential for causing damage was not enough to make them think it might actually happen to them in the future (p. 42).  

b.  Others simply might have no choice.  

They might accurately perceive a risk, but be in a socioeconomic position that renders them less able to afford mitigating actions.  This group tends to view the hazard as real, but something they “just have to live with.”  

c.  Thus, if a hazard’s impact is very serious, but the likelihood of it is rare, the majority of residents will reduce dissonance by simply denying that the disaster will occur.  

On the other hand, if the hazard occurs more commonly but any mitigating strategies are viewed as ineffective, most of the people who live in the area will view themselves as powerless and adopt a fatalistic attitude.  

2.  Take action to mitigate its impact.  
a.  Preparedness is most effective when the awareness of a potential hazard is tied to mitigation action.  

In this setting, property losses, injuries and death may be reduced, and recovery occurs more promptly.

b.  Demand for preparedness actions by the community.  

A change in attitude by the community’s citizens could affect preparedness activities and policy of local and state planners.

c. Economic resources may determine a citizen’s level of seriousness when a hazard is posed.

People with greater economic resources may be more inclined to 
take action in order to prevent large economic losses.  They have the discretionary funds to expend on a more remote, “what if” possibility.

Notes

Suggested Activity
· Ask the students to put themselves in the following position:

You are standing in the batter’s box at home plate.  A pitcher with a 96 mph fastball, but who is known to have control problems, is on the mound.  The pitcher has 16 strikeouts already today, and he has hit four batters, fracturing the wrist of one, and the cheekbone of another.  Your team is behind and needs you to get on base in order to win a championship ball game.

· Now sample students’ perceptions of the situation by having them cast written anonymous votes for one of the two following descriptive terms:

“I can get a hit off of this pitcher.”

“He’s going to either strike me out or hit me.”

· Count the responses and summarize the tally on the board.

Some students will express confidence in their ability to master this situation, while others will be intimidated and see themselves as “victims” in such a setting.
· Personality theory and disaster preparedness

Psychologists studying the behavior of people exposed to a disaster hazard risk have written about an individual’s personality as a factor in that behavior. In 1966, Julian Rotter introduced the term “locus of control” to describe how much personal responsibility people take for things that happen to them. (Rotter, J. Generalized Expectancies for Internal Versus External Control of Reinforcement.  Psychological Monographs. V. 80.  1966:1-28).

He reported two personality types: those with an internal locus of control, and those with an external locus.  Those who believe that their own actions and decisions are responsible for their successes or failures were said to have a high internal control.  These are people who evaluate a situation, review their potential choices, take an action, and assume that the outcome is primarily a result of that process. These would be the batters, in our example, who believe they will stand in the batter’s box, make contact with one of those fast balls, and be responsible for the outcome of the game.

Notes


People who feel that their successes and failures are beyond their control (e.g., under someone else’s control or a result of forces of chance, fate, God, etc.), are ascribed as having a high external locus of control.  Regardless of the actions they might take, these individuals tend to see events of their world happening around them.  In our example, they would stand in at the plate, and let the pitcher determine whether they will be called out on strikes, walk, or even be hit by a pitch.

In his 1982 monograph, “Perspectives on Increasing Hazard Awareness,” (Institute of Behavioral Science, University of Colorado), Thomas Saarinen described research which studied a disparity of tornado deaths between the southern and midwestern U.S. and considered locus of control as a contributing factor to the higher number of deaths in the South.


Comparing subjects from Illinois and Alabama, the study found that those from Alabama had less confidence in their ability to exert control over their environment.  They were less trusting than their Illinois counterparts of existing mass media tornado warnings, and consequently were less likely to take appropriate protective sheltering actions in the event of an impending tornado.  The researchers suggested that it was the personality characteristic of a reduced internal locus of control which contributed to the worse outcomes in Alabama.

Saarinen suggests that it is important for people to believe that they may have an impact on the forces that affect their surroundings.  One way to empower them, to augment their internal locus of control, is to provide people with the information necessary to improve their circumstances relative to a disaster risk.

Thus, not only does the credibility of the hazard risk need 

to be high to engage citizen thinking about preparedness behavior, but community preparedness programs should provide clear and accurate information along with achievable and affordable steps geared to shift the locus of control away from the external and toward the internal.

Notes

Summary 

1. Complacency in risk perception may result from a belief that disasters are difficult to predict with any pinpoint accuracy.  As a result, potential predictions concerning a specific risk may be downplayed or interpreted from the perspective of having been through similar incidents without serious adverse consequences.  In certain hazard-prone regions, some individuals may be so aware of the pervasive threat that additional warnings may have little effect on changing behavior.  

2. While some personality types are more likely to take preparedness actions, others tend to adopt a more fatalistic attitude.  They see the situation as so overwhelming as to render their efforts ineffective, or attribute the disaster hazard and its consequences to forces beyond their control (act of God).   

3. Whatever an individual’s preconceived notions concerning a disaster risk, community/group influence may result in a norm that impacts preparedness behavior.  There are some data from Turner’s report suggesting that hearing several warnings could change one’s thinking about the likelihood of a disaster threat, even if a specific announcement cannot be recalled as being catalytic (p. 43). 

4.  
Government planners tend to respond to the will of their constituents.  By influencing the thinking of the individuals in a community, there might be a mass effect that would provoke disaster preparedness activities (publicity, planning actions, appropriations) by government officials. 

5.  
It is more likely that people with greater economic resources will take risk more seriously, perhaps because they are in a better position to take actions to prevent losses, or perhaps because they have more to lose.
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