Social Marketing and Risk Communication, Suzanne Frew, The Frew Group

If a disaster risk to the community exists, the community deserves to be informed. Disaster risk is growing and becoming more complex. The people, cultures, and perspectives in a community change constantly, and one message/channel will never fit all audiences. 

The challenges of communicating risks to communities are: to communicate across cultures and world views to help people understand and reduce risk and respond to and recover from an event, and to translate education and research into public practice. The five critical steps to risk communication are: hear, understand, believe, personalize, and act. If any of these steps are missed or not present, the risk has not been successfully communicated. 

Risk Communication is defined by David Ropeik of Harvard University as “Helping people understand the facts, in ways that are relevant to their own lives, feelings and values, so they can put the risk in perspective and make more informed choices and decisions.”

The effective risk communicator must turn data into usable intelligence and use soft science to build understanding of hard science. The risk communicator is missing such applications as: risk assessment, mitigation outreach campaigns and strategies, warnings, response, recovery operations, and research and development.

Suzanne offered a possible definition for Social Marketing as it applies to disaster management.  Social Marketing is defined as “a process for communicating a risk message to a target audience by learning their cultural identifiers and crafting a customized outreach approach that addresses their uniqueness.”

The effective risk communicator uses the journalist’s rules of who, what, when, where, why, and how to define his/her target community. Once the community is defined, it is necessary to ascertain the demographics, political environment, and culture to complete the profile. 

Based on such cultural indicators as disaster experience, language, ethnic identity, media exposure, time perception, or globalization, to name a few, the risk information can be disseminated to the community using the best possible method. For example, if one were using media outreach, one could use television, radio, newspapers, puppet shows, storytelling, or loud speaker campaigns, among others, to communicate the necessary risk information. For instance, case study examples from the country projects of the Asian Urban Disaster Mitigation Program, Asian Disaster Preparedness Center show the use of drama in Bangladesh, visual storytelling in Indonesia, celebrations or parades in Nepal to convey the appropriate message to the community.  

The educational opportunities for successful risk communications are to: expand course offerings; encourage pre- and post-disaster fieldwork; develop internship opportunities; pursue grant funding for research; increase examination of missing links; and document and share findings with practitioners.

Don’t forget to celebrate your successes!

For further information, please contact Ms. Frew at suzanne@thefrewgroup.com, or by calling The Frew Group at 510-482-1448.

