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Introduction

Risk is an amazing concept. It has lingered on the fringe of academics for years, but only in the past three decades has its broad application and examination become adopted. It becomes more widely adopted, in large part because it is so relevant to management and communication themes.

It’s a bird’s nest on the ground. It can help to explain interpersonal relationships, and the communication used to create, maintain, and terminate them. People put themselves at risk of not being seen as interpersonally attractive. We risk not being seen as a worthy friend, family member, or romantic partner. As we engage with others, good and bad outcomes can occur and with various degrees of predictability and consequence. Risk arises as individuals work to become romantic partners. And, risks occur as they are romantic partners, and if either decides to terminate such relationships.

Likewise, risk is a central feature of organizational communication, and strategic business management. Organizations put capital at risk, regardless of whether they are for profit, non-profit, or governmental. They work on the simple, but actually daunting logic, if this expenditure under X risks, then Y outcome. Some companies, government agencies, and non-profits explicitly are in the risk management business. Banks and insurance companies, as well as regulatory agencies (such as those that oversee worker or consumer safety), and non-profits such as American Heart Association or American Cancer Society work to understand and help targeted individuals manage risks. Management works to help employees manage risks of employment. Organizations are variously risk takers, the definition of the entrepreneurial organization, as opposed to the risk averse bureaucratic organization. Advertising is essentially predicated on risk management as its rationale for communication. Ad after ad advises people how they can manage various risks in life, ranging from the best purchase for a child or spouse at Christmas or other holiday, to matters of personal grooming, hygiene, and health.

News is all about risk. It features bad outcomes because a fatal automobile accident provides a kind of useful information for those who seem interested in knowing why a fatality occurred so they can manage such matters for themselves and others. Political discussion centers on risk management: Risks of higher taxes, unfunded projects, bad trade agreements, wars, terrorism, epidemics, storms, and firesóan endless list. Even TV sit-coms deal with risks. The risks of being caught in a lie or not being prepared to engage effectively with someone, especially someone who is ruthless or devious (the basis of soap operas?).

This volume tries to embrace the scope and purpose of risk and its counterpart crisis to better understand them conceptually and strategically. Such matters are not trivial. The essence of sound risk and crisis management are matters of safety, security, happiness, good health, sound financial future, and other matters that variously have individual or public consequences for positive and negative outcomes of various magnitudes. What is likely to happen, to whom, and with what consequences? To what extent can sound science and vigilance prevent or mitigate negative outcomes? Is the occurrence and outcome fairly and equally distributed, or does some factor such as power or money skew the risks? Is risk management something for elites, or is it truly the essence of democ-racy, thus the concept of risk democracy? Is the rationale of society the collective management of risk? Are those individuals, groups, and society’s “best” which can more successfully manage the risks they encounter? What obligations do some segments of local, national, and global populations have to help other segments manage risks? How does discourse help, and hinder this process? These questions arise in various ways in this book, which often helps to shed light, but does not provide definitive answers on such matters.

The book constitutes, as far as we know, the first broad approach to risk and crisis as joint concerns. It also presents the most comprehensive array of studies in one place that brings out the standard principles and theories on both topics. It is the most major effort on the part of communication academics to engage in risk communication discussions in some comprehensive manner. Previous risk studies have been individual statements or collections of works by academics who are not necessarily informed by the principles and findings that have been the stock and trade of communication scholars for more than 50 years. The communication scholars are late to the party, and they have to run to keep or catch up. But, we believe they have special insights and shared knowledge that will help them offer insights to crisis and risk. These topics were led by management academics, scientists, and other social scientists who engaged early on with real events in the scope of community security and harmony.

In some ways, crisis is less multidisciplinary than is risk. However, if we approach crisis from a risk perspective (rather than the opposite), we think we gain useful insights. Such matters are often a case of science, social science, and humanities. The perspectives brought by psychology, sociology, anthropology, political science, economics, and communication enlarge the sense of what is a risk and how should it best be managed. We also see the many faceted reality that risk can be the purview of no social science or humanity. If we believe that effective risk management is the rationale for society (including comparative views of societies), we then realize how essential this topic is to the human experience.

It is this theme that gives coherence and purpose to this book, and to the academics and professional efforts of the individuals who so willingly contributed to the dialogue.




I Exploring the Reach of Crisis and Risk Communication

Beginning as a relatively innocent way of expanding the scope and purpose of applied communication theory and research, interest in crisis management and communication has grown into a practitioner and academic cottage industry. Although not receiving as many interested discussants and practitioners, risk management and communication has experienced a similar surge in popularity. Over the years, risk is likely to surpass crisis in volume of discussion merely because it is foundational to crisis.

Crisis is a niche discipline that lends itself well to discussions and application of communication to any event in the history of an organization or individual (such as professional athlete or entertainer) that someone else might deem a crisis. That generous interpretation of crisis is ready made for consulting proposals as well as case studies. To advance the interest in crisis, we have had long lists of responses proposed. That approach to crisis has been a sort of mix and match rules logic: If type y crisis occurs, then push buttons 2, 5, and 13 for the appropriate response to achieve Z outcome. Fortunately, the discipline of crisis management and communication has progressed beyond such simplistic responses and academic pursuits. More work is needed, and it is being conducted.

Sometimes these two areas of practice and research—risk and crisis—come together. What informs one is likely to be relevant to the other. In fact, for this discussion, we prefer to think of crises as risks that are manifested. For instance, we know that a major storm is likely to hit populous areas along the Gulf Coast or savage storms are likely to hit the upper regions of the United States. We prepare both the infrastructures (levees and pumps, and snow removal, for instance) as well as emergency response protocols. Then, as field commanders say, once the battle begins planning is put to use, but operations often, and even soon, require adaptations not well understood during the quiet of the planning period.

Section One opens with a chapter by Heath and O'Hair that discuses not only major underpinning themes of crisis and risk, but demonstrates in more detail the point made above that they are interrelated, rather than independent matters of practice and research. Although risk and crisis are likely to evoke emotional responses, they both are at heart matters of sound science—fact based. We can know and interpret facts relevant to planning and response, and to the evaluation of the actions of others in those circumstances, even the conditions of the crisis. For instance, we can ascertain whether major league athletes took performance enhancing substances. But violations of scientific methodology occur all of the time, as do failures to understand and agree with the findings of science. Therein lies one of the theoretical and practical themes of risk communication, often summarized as the mental models approach. Whether taking a cultural approach to risk and crisis or merely realizing that in various ways risk management is a collective activity, we realize that community standards are imposed, and evaluations are made of what scientists and other officials think and say. “We’re in this together” is a theme featured in chapter 1 and carried throughout the book.

Although chapter 1 gives historical insights, chapter 2, by Palenchar, details the historical trends of risk and crisis communication. This foundation helps us understand and appreciate how these disciplines have developed, how they endure, and are refined. That discussion is essential to what follows which often demonstrates the challenges and advances that shape current discussions and build toward a future of great prospect. It’s probable that risks and crises are timeless. Surely it was a topic of discussion that occurred around camp fires by roaming bands and more stationary ancestors of the current citizens of the world. What has changed? Without doubt technological advances have brought humans to a new awareness of the kinds of crises and risks they suffer. But we often marvel at the acuity of our ancestors, such as the ability to navigate the oceans by reading currents—the foundation of Polynesian migration and trade. It also suggests how personal, private, and public practice is devoted to the wise management of risks. Companies, activists, and government agencies around the world are not only assessing but also seeking to manage risks, as well as preventing, mitigating, and commenting on crises. And, some of these entities are working to make risks the kind and magnitude of which humans have never witnessed. For instance, discussions of the creation of nuclear weaponry used during World War II always include assessment of the number of lives of military and civilian populations saved by the violent atomic destruction of the lives of others. With all of this effort, the Handbook uses this chapter to ask whether society is getting better at crisis response and risk management.

As mentioned above, risk and crisis require a sound science underpinning. Having said that, the cultural theorists then ask: Whose science and whose scientists will get to decide what is a risk and when is it tolerable? If humans were all scientists of the same training, or even robots programmed to read data the same way, discussions of risk and crisis would be substantially different. But people are not and therefore neither are risks and crises straight forward matters. One timeless principle that runs throughout this book is that science and culture may be friends or enemies but neither is benign in such matters. Chapter 3 offers an excellent discussion of the perils of avoiding culture in matters of risk. It also suggests how a simplistic approach to some matter that ignores the human element is fraught with functional and ethical disaster. Some matters have their institutional life. Cultural theory offers analytical approaches as well as a clearer lens through which to see how people can, do, and should respond to risks. Cultural theory, Tansy and Rayner stress, helps explain the playing area various disciplines work to navigate as players seek to thrust and parry (block and tackle?) through debates over meaning. The struggle for shared sense making is fraught with nuance and subtlety.

Renn begins chapter 4 with a telling opening line: “The ultimate goal of risk communication is to assist stakeholders and the public at large in understanding the rationale for a risk-based decision, and to arrive at a balanced judgment that reflects the factual evidence about the matter at hand in relation to their own interests and values.” In a few words, that’s the breadth and depth of the discipline. Renn, as do Tansey and Rayner, brings the perspective of European scholars who often have exceptional insights into the socio-political role of risks and risk decisions. Renn introduces the concept of legitimacy into the discussion and examines the structures and functions of a sociopolitical arena where risks are subjected to scientific and cultural interpretations. Society simply is not of one mind on such matters. How it discusses risks entails many types of discourse and the political arrangements that facilitate and frustrate such discourse. The matter of risk assessment and accommodation requires multiple voices, perceptual biases, understanding, and agreement. The challenge is to foster public venues where people come to trust and work with rather than oppose regulatory bodies, which in turn need to be sensitive to the perils of risk assessment and policy implementation.

Chapter 5 presents Coombs’ interpretation of the status and conceptualization of crisis communication. The paradigm of crisis, Coombs argues, is a dialectic between what an ostensibly offending organization does and says and the reaction various stakeholders have to that action (inaction) and statement (lack of statement). Coombs has been one of the innovators to explain and justify a three phased sense of crisis: pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis. What occurs or does not occur at each stage can affect ultimately the efforts of the organization and its stakeholders to prepare for, understand and evaluate, and put the event behind them. How all of this is accomplished, or why and how it fails, constitutes the foundation for conceptualizing crisis communication. Effective crisis management begins with prevention and event mitigation. As the event occurs and unfolds, various attributions result as stakeholders work to make an account of what happens, who or what is responsible, and what may need to be done to patch things up. This chapter provides a solid overview of this topic drawing together key themes that have developed over the past two decades that define ethical and effective crisis management and communication. As Renn suggests that trust is a key variable to risk, it also is an underpinning of crisis. It is a test of what an organization can do, do well and badly, and how that can affect the well being of others. It also looks at how they can respond in kind.

However local or isolated some matter of risk or crisis might be, it eventually entails others— their interests and judgments. How we make decisions regarding the risk and whether it is tolerable is never simple. Over the years, various decision heuristics have been developed to assist in the socio-political discussion and decision making regarding risk. One of those is the precautionary principle. The first section of this book ends with a discussion of what the principle is and how it can advance and frustrate such discussions. In chapter 6, McGuire and Ellis offer a glimpse into the daunting effort to invoke precaution as a wise means for making a soundly scientific and culturally responsible decision. As we invoke caution, some argue that we miss opportunity which in and of itself is a matter of wise or unwise risk management. It is the essential form and substance (process and content) of dialogic risk decision making. It requires many voices that have a focal point to guide the discussion and inform and advance the debate. It is both hope and challenge, frustration and doubt. As these authors conclude, this principle is neither utopic nor dystropic. But it offers a goal and a system.
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Get a credible spokesperson who can deliver a knowledgeable message in a clear manner. Communicate in ways—dress, manner, and posture—that encourage audiences to identify with risk communicators. Be clear to be understood. Be sensitive to the audience members’ outrage and concerns. Time was, when this kind of advice captured the essence of risk and crisis communication. Let experts determine the probabilities of risks, hold a public meeting, share this expertise with those who attend, and move on with the project. Or, just do the project and wait until the protests occur and let public relations experts handle the problem. Know the risk, frame the risk with a fear appeal (of varying degrees), report the risk, and gain the advantage of behavioral change to alter targeted audiences’ health related behavior. Do your best with risk communication, but only become truly serious if protesters raise challenges that achieve crisis level. This kind of reasoning once was, and even today often seems to be, a compelling logic underpinning risk communication in the community relations and public health tradition.

What’s beyond that starting point, or perhaps what precedes it? One answer to that question is that we can only understand crisis and risk communication by first examining the nature of people and the society they build. To understand this topic requires insight into society as a foundation. Over the years more and more attention has focused, both through best practices and academic research, on the best ways to communicate about crisis and risk. Along the way, substantial conversation and counseling have also made these management challenges along with communication responsibilities.

Much of the literature, especially in public relations as an academic study and professional practice, relevant to crisis communication got its start with the notoriety created by Johnson & Johnson Company’s successful handling of the Tylenol scare in 1982. Bracketed against that ostensibly paradigm case was the oil spill that resulted when the Exxon Valdez grounded on Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound on March 24, 1989. In one sense, both cases help us to understand crisis as a risk manifested. Any product manufacturer suffers the risk of product tampering. All of the trips carrying oil across Prince William Sound are variously risky, but only one was a risk manifested to crisis proportion. Such experiences initiated the era of crisis response with advice such as “keep the media informed with details. Be heavy on details, and what ever you do don’t acknowledge any responsibility. Otherwise you will face the wrath of general counsel.”

Crisis management experts, Berg and Robb (1992) observed that by the date of their publication the Valdez “case had become, in the minds of the experts, a paradigm for how not to handle a corporate crisis” (p. 97). In contrast to Exxon’s handling of the Valdez spill, Johnson & Johnson’s “image rescue project was quickly judged by most commentators as an unqualified success” (Berg & Robb, 1992, p. 100). Other experts looking at either crisis may hold different or conflicting opinions. So, how an organization should assess and manage risk and respond to crisis is a strategic problematic. How well each organization meets its challenge is a strategic problematic. Experts, professional and academic, will disagree, but nevertheless engage in healthy controversy to help others understand the challenges and evaluative measures for success or failure in such endeavors. Risks surround us every day; how they occur and how the relevant individuals respond has a lot to do with risk and crisis management and communication. We know, for instance, that hurricanes are a predictable part of the life of those who live along the Gulf and East Coasts of the United States. But Rita, for instance, posed different risks than Katrina. One took on crisis proportion that in fact affected how people responded in risk management ways to the other—including a highly visible and eventually fairly dysfunctional evacuation of the Houston, Texas area. A mass evacuation occurred in the Houston area and around Texas driven by what people had seen on television during Katrina. Then, the hurricane did not hit Houston, but the evacuation killed people and hundreds of animals transported in the Texas heat.

The logics driving the practice and study of crisis management and communication have tended to focus on company reputation prior to the crisis, the way the organization responded during the crisis, facts of the case, effect of the facts on the reputation of the organization, and the success or failure of the organization to redeem itself and repair or restore its image. Some crisis response analysis tends to feature the image or reputational nature of the response too much, ignoring the facts of the case. For instance, the greatest advantage Wendy’s had in 2005 was not its crisis response team, but the fact that the gang of extortionists who had put the finger in the chili was apprehended and the plot revealed. But, such analysis and probing discloses that people, practitioners, experts, and the public believe that crisis management and response can be evaluated qualitatively. Some responses are better than others. So too is the case for risk communication. This is a paradigm of the communication discipline—to be knowledgeable of the strategic challenges and measures for success within the limits of each rhetorical problem.

Two themes seem to ground crisis and risk management and communication. One is that they are counterparts (See for instance, Heath, 1997; Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). Accordingly, we become interested in how performance of organizations is judged by many critics who hold court in public with potentially high performance stakes at risk; any risk that is manifested can constitute a crisis which requires one or more organizations to stand before its community and issue statements relevant to the occurrence. And, featuring the concept that society is organized for the collective management of risk, the key to crisis and risk management is the effect such matters have on society—as judged by members of that society. These companion disciplines do not occur under placid circumstances, but engage when difficult societal, organizational, and personal choices need and deserve enlightenment. They are often engaged in contention, reluctance to agree, preferences to oppose rather than support, and unwillingness to comply even with expert judgment and prescriptions.

Thus, we not only see crisis and risk as challenges that are intertwined but also understand that each of the processes occurs in the context of society and to some benefit or harm for the society where it occurs. As the modern history of crisis communication was spawned by Johnson & Johnson’s Tylenol tragedy, the parallel history of risk management and communication resulted from or was accelerated by the MIC release from a Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India, in 1984. That release spawned legislation, Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act of 1986 (SARA Title III) and conferences on risk communication challenges and protocols. Out of this crisis of risk management arose the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act of 1986. Industry responses included the formation of the then-named Chemical Manufacturers’ Association (now called the American Chemistry Council) Responsible Care Program. This confluence of events and policy development set the foundation for the concepts of community right to know and risk democracy. Thus, we have the discipline of risk communication, accompanied with risk perception, analysis, and management. The latitude of this discussion has also embraced crisis communication as occurring in stages: Pre-crisis, crisis response, and post-crisis. Thus, for instance, pre-crisis communication can be quite relevant to risk management. At this point, an organization may communicate to create awareness, supply information to augment knowledge, suggest appropriate attitudes, and recommend actions to reduce the likelihood that a risk might manifest. For instance, weather prediction engages in pre-crisis communication to reduce the potential harms of a hurricane.

Most recently, the federal government has ushered in a new form of preparedness action steps in the guise of the National Response Framework (NRF), replacing the National Response Plan. The goal behind of the National Response Framework is to develop a comprehensive, all-hazards approach to national incident response. The national response doctrine identifies five principles from which to operate: (1) engaged partnership; (2) tiered response; (3) scalable, flexible and adaptable operational capabilities; (4) unity of effort through unified command; and (5) readiness to act (National Response Framework 2007, p. 8). Based on a local response paradigm (response should be handled at the lowest, jurisdictional level possible), the NRF prescribes a process of capability building through three phases of incident management: prepare, respond, and recover. Inherent within the NRF’s incident management plan is a common organizational structure to which all jurisdictions and organizations should adhere: the National Incident Management System (NIMS). NIMS requires “standard command and management structures that apply to incident response” (NRP, 2007, p. 27). Pursuant to the promulgation of these statutes, a number of agencies and organizations who pursue grants for preparedness and recovery purposes must adhere strictly to these guidelines, often restricting the level of improvisation and flexibility some feel are necessary during times of crisis.

Focusing on matters of health and other aspects of well being, these companion disciplines offer substantial promise for enhancing the quality of society. The quality of crisis and risk communication indicates the responsiveness of community to individual needs and concerns. As Fischhoff (1995; see also Morgan, Fischhoff, Bostrom, & Atman, 2002) modeled the developmental and multidisciplinary character of the risk communication process: getting the numbers regarding risks correct, putting those numbers into a community at risk, explaining what is meant by them, showing that members of the community have accepted similar risks, showing the benefits of risks, treating the public with respect, and creating partnerships to understand and properly control risks which includes giving lay publics a seat at the table and an opportunity to voice their concerns. Perspectives taken in the risk and crisis literature argue that the strongest component of this progression is the creation of meaningful partnerships that respond to the concerns and needs of community members for information and to bring collective wisdom and judgment to bear on that problem. This stress on “we” gives a community grounding for two-way communication and partnership development (Chess, Salomone, Hance, & Saville, 1995). Here is the rationale for collaborative decision making that includes risk bearers, including those who can be affected by a crisis. This logic suggests that infrastructures within a society arise or are specifically created to discuss, challenge, and make decisions relevant to risk and crisis tolerance, mitigation, and communication.

In very broad terms, the challenge of crisis and risk communication is to base judgments on sound science, responsible values, and reasonable policy which challenges convention and even puts obstacles in the way of those who work to make the system responsive to lay publics’ concerns and their often limited ability to engage with, understand, and appreciate complex messages. In this balance, science, policy, management philosophy and culture meet, collide, and reinforce one another in what can be an unhappy confluence. This view allows us to instantiate the role of science without denying the cultural critique which reasons that people’s subjective assessments of risk and crisis must be accommodated in various ways in any model of risk and crisis communication which advances beyond the purely functional, linear (expert to lay audience) approach which can actually marginalize those who deserve a major role in the process. Scientific assessments are neither trivial nor invincible. They must be sustained in community infrastructures where dialogue privileges various views and concerns. Rarely is this a symphony, but it need not be a cacophonous wrangle.

As crisis and risk become a topic for conversation and media attention, concerns, values, facts, and policies circulate throughout relevant parts of society. This process has been called the social amplification of risk (Kasperson, 1992). As a foundational discussion for the social amplification of risk, Renn (1992) posed a model that pitted an actuarial approach and toxicological/epidemiological approach against those which featured the psychology of risk, social theories of risk, and cultural theories of risk. The logics of this model and the concept of social amplification focus attention on that variety of players who can address risks and crises by playing up or playing down the facts, causes, outcomes, and affects of the matter under consideration.

This chapter lays a foundation for the companion chapters that follow. It explores the significance of crisis and risk communication as a foundation for the chapters and thoughts compiled into this Handbook. A central theme appears to be worth exploring.


Bracketing Crisis and Risk Management and Communication

Risk and crisis management and communication have become topics of increased interest in the past 30 years. In one sense, they have fairly common origins, but they also tend at times to take quite different trajectories. Legend has it that people, especially in management and the practice of public relations became concerned about crisis planning and response following the Johnson & Johnson Tylenol case, not because J&J failed, but because it was a legendary success in responding to the crisis caused by product tampering. Other managements seriously worked to enhance their crisis management, prevention, and response capabilities. They feared embarrassment as well as litigation, but also knew that they would be compared to the J&J response team. Management likes to be seen as effective and not wanting. Fear of embarrassment and failure to perform at the highest levels can be a serious motivator. Likewise, management teams seeking to defend or propose some operation learned over the recent decades that the best laid management strategic planning can be derailed by community outrage and resistance. Science may not save the day for such efforts. Costs of operations can sour if risk averse community groups protest and even litigate the start or continuation of industrial activities.

These circumstances offer professional opportunities. Consultants love the opportunity to bill managements solve these problems. In this way, best practice professionals help to foster a new discipline and academics think themselves lacking if they do not sieze this opportunity for curriculum, research, and consulting. Public relations firms started a bandwagon loaded with crisis planning and response client based services.. It even became fashionable to proclaim expertise in crisis and risk management and communication. In this way, crisis communication became a cottage industry for the public relations industry. Plans were developed and media training occurred. Billings soared. Academics and practitioners have created a substantial body of literature on the strategies and phases of crisis planning, training, response, and evaluation.

As this trend continued, anything and everything became a “crisis.” Managements were challenged to consider all of the “risks” that might not be manageable in ways that would allow them to achieve return on investment. Whereas most savvy thinkers realized that a crisis was a big moment in the life of an organization, the term, at least in some circles, became associated with any occurrence where operations were not absolutely smooth and media attention (unfavorable publicity) resulted. Irate airline customers inconvenienced by long lines, unscheduled changes, and even prolonged delays on the tarmac could be counted as a “crisis.” Any media inquiry might be lumped into the crisis response category. Such glosses of crisis, however, tended to leave management more frustrated than satisfied with their advisors’ and consultants’ insights. They were asked to prepare for everything, which might in fact lead them to realize they were then not prepared to respond properly to much at all.

Given the tendency by some to be overly inclusive in terms of what events are put into the crisis or risk management basket, companies and other organizations quite savvy in the challenges of crisis even abandon the term and prefer emergency response as an alternative term, for instance. They reserve the term crisis for those “emergencies” that are so much more daunting than normal that they require extraordinary personnel, technical, and messaging responses. For many thinkers, in fact, crisis is reserved for moments where the turning of events and interpretations could affect the organization’s ability to accomplish its mission and business plan. That standard, for instance, underpinned the definition of crisis by Lerbinger (1997): “an event that brings, or has the potential for bringing, an organization into disrepute and imperils its future profitability” (p. 4). By featuring profitability, Lerbinger may seem to ignore government agencies or non-profits, but that would be unfortunate. They too can be materially affected, either by a drying of tax allocation or donation.

Furthering the relevance of Lerbinger’s observation to the work in this Handbook is the subtitle of his book: Facing Risk and Responsibility. A crisis, then, is a risk manifested. How it is handled and whom it affects becomes relevant to how it is judged and what kind of response is required. (For a summary of definitions of crisis, see Heath & Millar, 2004).

Despite Lerbinger’s sensitivity to the connection of risk and crisis, much of the crisis literature pays little attention to their interconnectedness. The risk literature has often tended to feature communication efforts by experts to lay people, who have a right to know they work and live in proximity to some hazardous product or process. Union Carbide’s “crisis” with MIC release in Bhopal, India became a poster child harbinger for refined approaches to risk management and communication. Starting with lawsuit decisions on asbestos, the concepts of “failure to warn” and “right to know” came to define risk communication. Immediately after the Bhopal tragedy, Rosenblatt (1984) observed, “If the world felt especially close to Bhopal last week, it may be because the world is Bhopal, a place where the occupational hazard is modern life” (p. 20). He and others were aware that the chemical and processes at the heart of the Bhopal disaster were manufactured and used at various locations in the United States. His concern was that felt by neighbors and employees of these facilities.

Risk communication was largely created as a discipline whereby experts could be brought together with lay audiences to explain and compare risks. Once the lay audiences understood the science (scientists’ perspectives) and compared the risk to other acceptable risks, their concern should be put into “proper perspective.” By this approach, risks believed to be intolerable (at least questionable) could become acceptable, especially if benefits could be weighed in balance. Concerned neighbors and employees should understand and appreciate the balance of risk to benefit. One of the undercurrent themes behind the scientific hegemony of risk management and communication builds on the cultural archetype: You can’t make an omelet without breaking an egg. This archetype might serve as the guiding principle to lead people to know that economic progress could not be achieved without some risks, which were knowable (especially in probabilistic terms), comparable, and manageable to a tolerable degree. Many persons in the risk discipline have cautioned against a “science” only view of risk communication (Ayotte, Bernard, & O'Hair, this volume). Covello, Sandman, and Slovic, as long ago as 1988, reasoned against a science only paradigm: An expansive, community oriented view suggests that decisions regarding what level of risk exposure is acceptable “is not a technical question but a value question” (p. 6).

Over time practitioners and academics have realized that the broad and elaborated topics of crisis and risk overlap in significant and complementary ways. If a risk occurs and is not well managed, it can become a crisis. A badly handled crisis can reduce trust for the offending organization (or chemical, technology, or process). A crisis may reveal the lack of effective risk management and communication. People may fail to recognize risks in an appropriate light. They may know the risks and not manage them properly. They may fail to communicate effectively. People may come to believe they are asked to bear what appear to be, but actually are not undue or intolerable, risks. Conceived in this way, crisis can be defined as a risk manifested.

During the summer of 2005, two hurricanes strained (federal, state, and local) governments’ capacity to understand, mitigate, communicate about, and otherwise manage risk. The levies in New Orleans failed for what occurred to be lots of attributed reasons. Blame became the name of the game. All of that blaming and naming evidenced to the objective spectator that there was enough blame to go around. Even how people communicated about the risk—and encouraged evacuation— failed. Thus, Katrina created a crisis, or many crises, largely because the response was predicated on evacuation without realizing that was impossible for a large, vulnerable, and visible segment of the population. So, did Rita. The evacuation of Houston and surrounding areas became an orderly debacle as resources were strained. New risks appeared for which people were not warned. For instance, since people had been reluctant to evacuate New Orleans and leave pets behind, pets were allowed to evacuate in the face of Rita. Thus, a risk occurred or manifested itself in the form of hundreds of dogs dying from heat. Caged in the back of pickup trucks and other vehicles, many were overcome by heat and/or dehydration.

One of the standard definitions of risk is that each one is the product of probability of occurrence and intensity or magnitude of harm. One major approach to risk features probability assessment which in its simplest form is the result of the number of people who could suffer a risk divided by the number of persons who actually suffer the risk. In this way, infant mortality can be calculated by the number of births in a population by the number of children who die before a specified age. What such probability assessments misses is the value motivated definition of what level of infant mortality is acceptable and whether it is evenly distributed regardless of race, class, or other salient variables.

Whereas we often think in terms of risks associated with chemicals or radiation, we also need to realize the potency of public health risks as a topic of concern. And, it well may be industrial processes rather than the science of specific hazardous materials that poses risk. People may realize the danger of exposure to chemicals, but know that the real harm results from industrial processes, such a pipeline leaks, overturned trucks transporting chemicals, sudden releases of health threatening amounts of the chemical, or slowly developing health problems that result from extended dose response to certain chemicals that lead to cancer or lung dysfunction. So, the substance of the risk communication may not merely be scientific assessment of the toxicology, but faith on an organization’s willingness and ability to operate at an appropriate level of safety. This will certainly be the case of nanotechnology where risks will remain unknown for years (it is also ironic that scientists perceive more risks for nanotechnology than do the public).

Predicated on this view of risk, a crisis can be defined as the manifestation of a risk. We know, for instance, that some number of all senior managements of publicly traded organizations will cook the books and go to jail. So, we can estimate the probability of that risk occurring.

In both concepts, we address the likelihood of and reaction to the occurrence of some small set of events. What attracts attention and therefore deserves academic and professional attention is the way risks and crises occur, how they originate, who or what they effect, and to what magnitude.



The Nature of these Beasts

Early efforts to meet the challenges of communicating about risks responded to an incentive to both lay a rationale for the practice and to codify the strategies that should be used. The National Research Council was one of the first bodies to forge the spear point for this discipline. Published in 1989, Improving Risk Communication acknowledged in its preface, “a major element in risk management in a democratic society is communication about risk” (p. ix). Such is the case, the preface continued, “because the issues are scientific and technical in content;” “in addition to being critically important, (they) are complex, difficult, and laden with political controversy” (p. ix). The scope of risk communication ranged from social or societal choices (such as regulation of chemical manufacturing processes) to personal choices, “such as whether to change eating habits to avoid cancer or sexual habits to avoid AIDS” (p. xi).

From the start of the discipline, thoughtful innovators realized that science and scientific judgment had to be a foundational part of effective risk assessment, policy development, and communication. However, many of these assessments were political, requiring sensitivity to the interests of and relationships between all of the affected parties. What was the broad scope of successful risk communication, as established during the National Research Council (1989) project? The report made this distinction:


Some take the position that risk communication is successful when recipients accept the views or arguments of the communicator. 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, (p. 3)



Even superficial analysis suggests the limits of this view. Scientific understanding is only one of many cognitive variables leading to behavioral outcomes. It also assumes a rational, objective approach to risk, even though the study acknowledged the emotionality and even irrationality that often plague efforts to communicate about risks. Easily summarized, people may acknowledge the probability of risk, but certainly not wish to be or welcome being that part of the equation that suffers the risk manifested. Outcomes of a social kind would include support or opposition for the organization creating and responding to the risk. People in a community, for instance, may protest (not support) a manufacturing facility they believe to be a harmful neighbor. In the case of risk campaign outcomes in a public health context, the potentially affected people (those at heightened risk because of their health care patterns) may be asked to take a personal response to risk that would include compliance and noncompliance. They might, for instance, be encouraged to engage in safe sex, reduce alcohol consumption, drive safely, or adopt healthier eating habits.

In discussions of crisis and risk assessment, response, and communication, credibility is one of several problems identified. Those who should be credible—viewed as having credibility—may not enjoy that status, whereas persons who do not deserve to be viewed as credible on such matters, obviously may be highly credible. Is not the peer who offers a cigarette more “credible” in the mind of an adolescent than a public health official with a string of titles? Is not some risk intolerant neighbor more likely to be credible than a third-party toxicologist or epidemiologist?

Trust, as a sub-variable or counterpart of credibility, has long been theorized and studied to better understand its role in this equation. Covello and Peters (1996; see also Palenchar & Heath, 2007), among others, have noted the decline in institutional trust and credibility, perhaps at a time when it is needed most. What factors lead to improved trust and credibility? Knowledge and expertise pay a role in connection with concern and care. Either the perception that a source is knowledgeable and expert increases the perception that they are caring and concerned, or the opposite relationship exists as community members are asked to think about industry and government. For both of those sources of risk information and advice, they are more trusted and credible if they are perceived to be concerned and caring about the interest of those at risk. Such is also true for citizens groups. Openness and honesty play a minor role in the equation. If people concerned about a risk don’t think that either government or industry is caring and concerned, they are likely to trust citizens groups which are often seen as exhibiting more care and concern. Thus, in crisis and risk contexts, facts count, but the character of each source (its care and concern) is likely to give life to facts rather than the other way around. We can well imagine that such dynamics have a lot to do with the perception of whose interest is being represented. If the people, the risk bearers, think that their interest is treated as less important than that of industry or government, they are likely to trust citizens groups more and the other sources of information and advice less.

Puzzling these myriad problems and other challenges to define the nature and socially responsible approaches to risk communication, the National Research Council (1989) undoubtedly achieved more uncertainty than certainty. Nevertheless, the NRC raised questions and fostered discussion. One great achievement of this project to better understand risk communication was to leave many questions unanswered and people thirsting to understand this beast.

One additional theme in this study is worth noting. The National Research Council (1989) noted the connection between risk and crisis. The report focused on crises as emergencies. It raised concerns and offered advice on how to communicate about risks during emergencies. Participants in either risk or crisis venues realize, even if they don’t often make the case specifically, that the two disciplines are interconnected.

The upshot of the early efforts to define and shape risk communication was many relatively glib observations, some reasonably sound guidelines, lots of cautions, and some thought provoking suggestions. Those persons working in the 1980s were to find their ideas and prescriptions supported or confounded by work conducted through the National Research Council project (1989) which defined risk communication as a matter of “democratic dialogue”: “An interactive process of exchange of information and opinion among individuals, groups, and institutions. It involves multiple messages about the nature of risk and other messages, not strictly about risk, that express concerns, opinions, or reactions to risk messages or to legal and institutional arrangements for risk management” (p. 322; emphasis in original).

What culminated as the essence of this discipline during the late 1980s and 1990s was a reliance on prescriptive and formulaic guidelines. One such set was issued by the Environmental Protection Agency (1988) as the “seven cardinal rules of risk communication.” These rules advised communicators to use “simple, non-technical language. Be sensitive to local norms, such as speech and dress. Use vivid, concrete images that communicate on a personal level. Use examples and anecdotes that make technical risk data come alive. Avoid distant, abstract, unfeeling language about deaths, injuries, and illnesses” (p. 4). This advice assumes that “If people are sufficiently motivated, they are quite capable of understanding complex information, even if they may not agree with you” (p. 5).

The Chemical Manufacturers Association (1989) added four items to the EPA’s cardinal rules list. One called for refined strategic business planning, “Run a safe operation,” whereas another demanded a higher operating standard, “Reduce [toxic chemical] releases.” Improved issue monitoring is required to “Find out the concerns of the community so you can decide what kinds of community outreach activities will be successful.” One recommended better external communication: “Get involved in the community; establish a speakers bureau and join service organizations to make industry’s presence known and to ‘de-mystify’ the chemical industry for local citizens.” These additions acknowledge the need to be open and demonstrate concern and caring as a way of demonstrating the willingness and ability to solve problems and meet community standards. This guideline revealed how much the CMA believed that an ongoing process would be needed, a strategic option that demonstrates the profound limitation of any single calming, soothing messages

From some obscure moment of inception to today, risk communication has been in a learning curve. Crucial differences distinguish what Hadden (1989) called “old” and “new” versions of risk communication. In the old approach, “experts tried to persuade laymen of the validity of their risk assessments or risk decisions.” This option is “impeded by lay risk perception, difficulties in understanding probabilities, and the sheer technical difficulty of the subject matter” (p. 301). In contrast, the new approach is based on “dialog among parties and participation in the choices among activities whose risks are being discussed” (p. 301). The new form of risk communication is impeded when institutions are unresponsive to the needs, interests, and level of understanding of the publics affected by the potential or ostensible risk. Institutional barriers stand in the way of meaningful dialogue in communities where people experience risks that they worry are intolerable.

The early 1990s was a time of turmoil in the evolution and development of sound risk communication protocols. Heath and Nathan (1990–1991) observed “a revolution in environmentalism and personal health is requiring that reasonable and responsible communication be employed to change personal and collective behaviors and to create and promulgate legislation and regulation” (p. 15). Prescriptive guidelines such as those by the Environmental Protection Agency and the Chemical Manufacturers Association seemed to feature what the source in the risk communication process wanted to say rather than what the receivers wanted to know and say. As did many others, Heath and Nathan emphasized that risk communication is political, not merely scientific. Persons who bear or think they bear risks want to reduce uncertainty; they want control exerted over the risk by themselves or responsible parties (broadly industry, government, or citizens groups). Risk communication is not purely scientific but contains, often by implication, values that need to be made part of the dialogue and relevant decision processes. These values often focus on interests at play in risk situations.

Heath and Nathan (1990–1991) agreed with a central theme of the National Research Council (1989): “To remain democratic, a society must find ways to put specialized knowledge into the service of public choice and keep it from becoming the basis of power for an elite” (p. 15). That guideline is daunting. Controversy, however disrupting, is not a weakness of the process, but its strength. The most sound paradigm, Heath and Nathan argued was rhetorical, the wrangle of ideas, facts, policies, and values, instead of something that could be narrowly called, sharing or exchanging information.

By the early 1990’s academics and professionals saw the weakness of glib prescriptions. These were not bad guidelines, but would they suffice under the pressure of agencies and companies having to respond to community concerns? A national symposium of risk communication practitioners and researchers noted and spawned trends that have shaped the growing discipline. In the abstract summarizing the conference, Chess et al. (1995) observed “a shift from simply communicating risk to forging partnerships with communities” (p. 115). Such observations demonstrated that a linear, sender->receiver model, expert to lay audience model was in decline. The symposium also noted that audience diversity was becoming a recognized challenge. These developments were touted as advances beyond the foundation established during the 1986 which had featured risk democracy and the leadership of William Ruckleshaus, the former administrator of the EPA. Despite growth, Chess et al. (1995) believed that “the definition of successful risk communication also continues to be in dispute” (p. 115). And, so, they asked:


Is successful risk communication persuasion, transfer of information, public participation, or empowerment of citizens to make decisions? Should it produce an informed citizenry, a compliant citizenry, an alert citizenry, or an empowered citizenry? Should the goal be better decisions, fairer decisions, more consistent decisions, or, in the throes of environmental gridlock, any decisions at all? Or are there “different motivating forces” and therefore different risk communication goals, for every “group, person, agency administrator, and middle manager”? These questions, in turn, have raised others about the ethics, and evaluation of risk communication, (p. 115)



A decade later, we may still not have sound answers and consensus for major answers in the literature or practice.

In this era, Fischhoff (1995) argued for ending a transfer of information model and for adopting one that facilitated a commitment to community partnerships. He argued that risk analysis, management and communication progress through seven stages:


	Getting the numbers right

	Telling key publics what the numbers are

	Explaining what the numbers mean

	Showing these publics that they have accepted similar risks before

	Explaining how the risk benefits outweigh the costs

	Treating people with respect; being nice to them

	Making them partners



Knowledge, analysis, comparisons, cost/benefit analysis, and empowerment became important themes.

Still, Rowan (1994) asked, what strategies beyond guidelines of the kind offered by EPA and CMA can advance the discipline? Instead of a rules based approach, she challenged practitioners and academics to explore and adopt the possibilities of strategic, problem solving approaches to risk communication. To that end, each challenge might be idiosyncratic but could be approached in terms of the logic of “(1) identifying communication goals, (b) determining principal obstacles to those goals, and (c) selecting research-based methods for overcoming or minimizing these difficulties and achieving communication objectives” (p. 365). She raised questions about the complexity of the communication process and challenge that offered much fruit for thought. Along with these cutting points, she offered a societal challenge. Risk communication must be “accompanied by knowledge and a commitment to justice. The more we can recognize the understandability of people’s concern and the power their concerns provide in solving challenging problems, the more we can work together to create rational and fair procedures for the management of hazardous substances and situations” (p. 373).

Questions raised about the pragmatic effectiveness and ethics of risk communication were never irrelevant to persons interested in defining and advancing the practice of crisis prevention, management and response—including communication. Often the concerns and motives overlap. Medication, for instance, helps society manage risks of disease. Once the harmful side effects of a medication, for instance, become a matter of scientific and media news concern, we have a risk manifested and expect crisis response. As experts work vigilantly to reduce the risks associated with industrial processes, we know that even the best plans can fail, leading to crisis. Hurricanes pose risks; they create crisis. Epidemics pose risk; they create crisis. So goes an endless list of daunting associations between crisis and risk.



Probabilities, Culture, and Society

Two dominant views are at play in the perception/recognition, analysis, management, and communication about risks. One relies heavily on scientific methodologies and probabilistic predictions. The other, characterized as risk society and cultural interpretations, invests evaluation into the process in many profound ways beyond the mere efforts to affect probabilities of occurrence, harms, and magnitudes.

The first of these perspectives seeks to know what risks occur, what their probability is, who they are most likely to affect, under which circumstances are these people to be most likely affected, and with what positive or negative outcomes given the possibility of interventions in the chain of risk. A chain of risk model or a fault tree model (see National Research Council, 1989) assumes that events and choices (however random, probabilistic or causal) occur in some recognizable and manageable sequence. For instance, weather conditions create the possibility, then probability, and eventually the certainty, of a hurricane which will take a track of least resistance striking some points with different amounts of impact and incurring varying amounts of damage on people, nature, and property. In this sequence, people can take measures before hurricanes (such as building codes, construction standards, levies, and evacuation plans) to minimize damage. So many variables need to be understood in such predictions and the emergency response to them.

Persons, nevertheless, who study risks do so by featuring probabilities, correlations, and causal modeling. Science is brought to apply its sound methodologies to understand and respond to some problem. Scientists are typically satisfied by their ability to understand and predict events at various degrees of probability. These fall short of certainty. Lay audiences often are concerned by uncertainties, some of which are quite tolerable by science. They often make evaluative attributions about risks and their cause (the source) by focusing first on their fears or apprehensions and then looking for and interpreting information to confirm their evaluations. For instance, traffic scientists can predict how many people will die or be injured in automobile accidents. They simply do not know at the start of each year who these people will be or how severe their injuries will be. Lay audiences tend to treat automobile travel as a familiar risk (as opposed to a terrorist attack). And they have comfortable attribution processes that place blame for the risk occurrence on others rather than themselves.

The logic of this scientific (actuarial or epidemiological) approach is that as people understand the causes, randomness/predictability of, and effects of risks certain measures can be taken on a personal and societal level to alter the occurrence, impact, and magnitude of the damage. For instance, to counter the probability of thousands of deaths and injuries by automobile accident cars can be made safer, drivers can be taught to operate more safety, and highways and streets can be properly maintained and more safely designed. The logic is that the more that can be understood about the risk in a scientific and management sense the more likely that something constructive can be done, including communicating about the risk. Those in chemical manufacturing know they cannot operate without incidents as well as ambient release of materials into the environment. Does the design and operation of the facility produce health conditions that violate the predictions for total populations based on statistical study? What designs and operations might alter, if any, the predictions of health or quality of life impact?

Thus, in one sense, the crisis counterpart of risk occurs when people did not act properly who could have known and taken proper steps to perceive the potential of crisis, to prevent the occurrence of the crisis as a manifestation of a risk, to know and implement measures needed to prevent or mitigate the crisis and its impact, and to know and communicate in a pre-crisis plan the best response options by emergency responders as well as affected or potentially affected individuals. By this logic, a crisis is a risk manifested. So, appropriate risk analysis and crisis management are partners. They are connected by similar challenges of science, management, and communication.

Without doubt, scientific investigation is essential to understanding and mitigating risks. Morgan et al. (2002) have proposed that first scientific knowledge needs to be assembled so that the science, however sound, complete, and uncontroversial, can be used as a perspective against which the knowledge, beliefs, and concerns of various publics is compared. The strategic logic prescribes ways to increase the extent to which the key public’s views come to be similar to that of the scientists who have studies and made recommendations based on risk assessment and mitigation. Scientists often are more comfortable with probabilistic assessment, as a process and conclusion, than are lay audiences, especially if they fear they will fall into the population known by probabilistic assessment to be at risk.

So, one view of risk features scientific probabilistic estimations and neutral predictions and recommendations. At the other end of the continuum are social and cultural theories of risk (Renn, 1992). The risk society approach to risk perception, analysis, management and communication takes a sociological view that offers means for evaluating and judging the distribution of risk occurrence and magnitude throughout society. This societal or cultural view postulates that risk analysis becomes sensitive to prevailing institutions, sometime featuring the role of science and diminishing the importance of community engagement and evaluation. Analysis is most solid if it begins with a foundational examination of the nexus between people, culture, society, risk, and crisis. Because they are such a routine part of persons’ lives, crises and risk perception, analysis, management, and communication are often obscured as taken for granted. But, history is a drama of people perceiving, assessing, communicating about, and creatively preventing or adapting to risks (Plough & Krimsky, 1987).

Ancients predicted hazards and risk outcomes. They used myths, metaphors, and rituals to communicate knowledge needed to accommodate to or avoid hazards. These interpretative processes became institutionalized and in some instances have changed little to today. One of the more daunting of these assessments has pitted against one another two competitive conservative religious perspectives. One, the one that acknowledges global warming, features the part of the Book of Genesis that says that God gave humans dominion over the earth and expects them to care for their planetary home. In contrast, a competing religious interpretation reasons that if the globe is warming it is the will of God and totally beyond human control or influence.

Today, techniques for assessing and responding to risks may have matured little beyond those of the ancients (Douglas, 1992). The issue to be managed is how to understand and control risks, as well as gain acceptance for these measures in ways that foster the wisest outcomes in any community of interests (Freudenberg, 1984). In their struggle to control risks, people seek and contest facts, evaluative premises, and conclusions to be derived from those facts and premises. They argue over what level of safe is safe enough. Addressing this conundrum, Fishhoff, et al. (1978) compared a psychometric model to the economic model of Star (1972) based on perceptions of risk/benefit tradeoffs. Fischhoff et al.’s analysis suggested that perceived benefit was not a reliable predictor of risk tolerance, people want risks to be lowered, and are concerned when they are involuntary victims in a risk manifestation model.

One reality of risk is its cultural dimension. As we often say about beauty, which is in the eye of the beholder, such is also true of crisis and risk. Thus, interpretative frames or cognitive constructions are a vital dimension of crisis and risk magnitude and the quality of the preparation for, prevention or minimization of, and response to such occurrences. At a rhetorical level, such analysis makes substantial sense on the premise that no fact reveals itself. It must be perceived, interpreted, assessed, weighed, and used or discarded as the case might be. Writing on rhetorical theory and criticism, Campbell (1996) concluded that rhetoric is “the study of what is persuasive. The issues it examines are social truths, addressed to others, justified by reasons that reflect cultural values. It is a humanistic study that examines all the symbolic means by which influence occurs” (p. 8). Campbell (1996) compared scientists for whom “the most important concern is the discovery and testing of certain kinds of truths” whereas “rhetoricians (who study rhetoric and take a rhetorical perspective) would say, Truths cannot walk on their own legs. They must be carried by people to other people. They must be explained, defended, and spread through language, argument, and appeal’” (p. 3). From this foundation, Campbell reasoned, rhetoricians take the position “that unacknowledged and unaccepted truths are of no use at all” (p. 3).

Parallel analysis is provided in the construction tradition. To this point, Beck (2004) reasoned, “Risk statements are neither purely factual claims nor exclusively value claims. Instead, they are either both at the same time or something in between, a ‘mathematicized morality’ as it were” (p. 215). As Adam and Van Loon (2000) reasoned,


The essence of risk is not that it is happening, but that it might be happening. Risks are manufactured, not only through the application of technologies, but also in the making of sense and by the technological sensibility of a potential harm, danger or threat. One cannot, therefore, observe a risk as a thing-out-there—risks are necessarily constructed, (p. 2)



The construction of risk requires definitions of risk. As such, “all interpretation is inherently a matter of perspective and hence political (p. 4).

It appears then that the risk management community has come to two conclusions about risk and community perceptions: “(1) Individual and community concerns and ideas about risk are multidimensional, and (2) the task of incorporating these varied perspectives is complex, if not difficult. Public judgments about risk, as evidenced by risk-perception research utilizing the psychometric and cultural approaches, have shown that lay judgments do not correspond with those of experts who manage hazards based on their quantitative assessments of risk” (Scherer & Juanillo, 2003, p. 226). When you couple complexity of community perceptions of risk with an overall decline in public trust in scientists, experts, government officials, and other sources of authority, the prospect of managing community risk perceptions and crisis response becomes challenging.

In risk society, tensions exist between and within disciplines regarding risks, their perception, analysis, management, and communication. Disciplines introduce perspectives and hence politics. Language, as the means for creating and sharing meaning, is vital to this analysis. It influences what people perceive, how they perceive it, and how they respond to it. Relevant to the problematic of the risk society is the reality that terms can ossify. As perspectives of one time become embedded in language, they can frustrate attempts to change perceptions of and responses to risks, as well as the morality of the persons or entities that create, intervene, and bear risk. Some see risk as inherent to industrialism whereas others will reason that industrialism is the antidote to risk. By implication, such analysis instantiates a cost/benefit balance into discussions of risk even though both cost and benefit may be viewed and described differently by various parties in context.

Adam and Van Loon (2000) advanced this analysis by reasoning: “Risk society has already taken us beyond the security of mathematics; we have to acknowledge that in this sense of constituting a new sort of reality, risk is not reducible to the product of occurrence multiplied with the intensity and scope of potential harm. Instead, reflexivity requires us to be meditative, that is, looking back upon that which allows us to reflect in the first place” (p. 7). Risk and technology are by this analysis teleological. Any solution to a risk may and often does pose new and potentially greater risks. Change and solution are often implied in the political perspectives that drive the logics of the technologies as related to the risks attendant. This line of reasoning leads to a sharp criticism of the hegemony of “Big Science” (p. 12).

Capturing the essence of the risk society, Adam and Van Loon (2004) observed, “risk culture is better conceived as a loose ensemble of sense-making and sensibilities, that constitute a reflexive-ethics of contextualization, challenging disclosure, and politicization. Risk cultures in (Ulrich) Beck’s work are reflexively transgressive, situated, pragmatic and responsive” (p. 30). Many focal points can be extracted from that conclusion, but two are essential: contextualization and reflexivity. Both are ways to make explicit the politicization of science on matters of risk and crisis. The critique introduces politics in science, which the objectivity advocates, can miss. It asks why patterns exist, and wonders whether the answer rests with key aspects of culture basic to each risk society.

As a proponent of the risk society interpretation, Beck (2004) pointed to the focal point: “The discourse of risk begins where trust in our security and belief in progress end” (p. 213). He continued his critique, “The concept of risk thus characterizes a peculiar, intermediate state between security and destruction, where the perception of threatening risks determines thought and action” (p. 213). Such analysis focuses attention on the distribution of risks, fears, risk consciousness, and the Utopian outcome of reduced or eliminated risk. It requires a reflexive society: “A society that perceives itself as a risk society becomes reflexive, that is to say, the foundations of its activity and its objectives become the object of public scientific and political controversies” (Beck, 2004, pp. 221–221). Such examination forces us to realize that purely probabilistic or epidemiological analysis does not adequately address the larger questions concerning who decides what risks exist, who must bear these risks, and whether mitigation is needed and proper to reduce the likelihood of the risk, its magnitude, or the likelihood of affecting the persons who are vulnerable. What knowledge needs to be put into play? How will the knowledge be generated and put into play? Will this occur? Who is responsible? Are they responsible enough?

On one end of the continuum, then, is the scientist who scrupulously recognizes, records, and conducts probabilistic analysis of risk events. This sort of person serves a vital role, but one that is incomplete. For instance, industrial accidents were frequent and often horrific in the later decades of the 19th Century in the United States. As the industrial mass production revolution progressed it did so at the pain of workers. The railroad industry, the steel industry, and the mining industry were particularly hazardous. Deaths and dismemberment could be tallied and predicted across a population of workers. One realizes however that the story of risk recognition and management did not stop there, with probabilities and epidemiological assessment. Scientists working with responsible managers sought safer working conditions because they realized that those conditions their investigations found were not optimal. The concept of the optimal introduces the logics of the risk society and cultural interpretations. In this analysis of change, however, we cannot forget or slight the role of citizens groups (such as labor unions), activism, social movement, responsible business interests, and government. (For insights into such reforms, see for instance Raucher, 1968; Weibe, 1968.)

For these reasons, risk communication and crisis communication are best thought of as strategic processes designed to respond to various rhetorical problems in ways that can be evaluated by standards of empirical success, value, and ethics. These are multidisciplinary disciplines. They demand a blending of many talents and soundly responsible judgments. This Handbook seeks to draw into perspective many of these judgments to see if they are adequate or could be improved. To improve them is to make society more fully functional in its collective management of risk.



Cultural Theory and Risk Communication

Advances toward an optimal sense of risk responsiveness have been made through the efforts of many disciplines. Worth noting, advances in risk analysis also augment our understanding of the requirements to observing, mitigating, and responding to crisis. As one looks for a potential crisis, focus centers on various risks and the consequences of their occurrences and the potential managerial and communication responses. How a risk or crisis is interpreted depends on the meaning embedded in one or more salient cultures relevant to the event.

Anthropologist Mary Douglas (1992) established an anthropological rationale for studying risk as a cultural phenomenon. She built her critique on the status quo’s “concerns for the purity of the risk analysis profession and the danger of moving out of the favoured paradigm of individual rational choice” (p. 11). Such analysis tended to focus on the problematic of benefit/cost ratios—who benefits from a risks and who suffers cost. She also realized that risks and crises are political events, as well as scientific ones. Facts blend with values and policy preferences.

Douglas saw a battle line drawn between purely objective assessment of risk, as in epidemiological studies, that have not been “polluted by interests and ideology” (p. 11) and a side that is much more qualitative in its evaluation of risk. She argued that attempts to achieve purity of objective assessment obscure the reality that ideology is not a contaminant but the essential ingredient in risk perception, management, mitigation, and response. This clash of perspectives may well lead risk experts, issue advocates, and members of the lay public to see and address risks in quite different ways.

Being able to bridge or avoid these differences challenges risk experts to make risk identification, assessment, management, and communication less a purely scientific project and more vital to the societal and individual experience. Based on her awareness of this breach in relationship, she then wondered how people could “know how consensus is reached. Placing all the focus on individual cognition excludes the problem. The risk perception analysts say practically nothing about intersubjectivity, consensus making, or social influences on decisions” (p. 12). Early efforts to address risks gave substantial power to the scientists who could and were expected to make relevant, fact-based decisions. This power tends to exclude other parties, especially concerned publics, who want to know how decisions were made. They are likely to press for such information as a means for gaining control or forcing others to bring control to risks and their manifestation.

Given the origins of risk assessment and management, it is not surprising that once scholars and practitioners of various disciplines saw the diversity of risk assessments based on cultural factors, they were prone to factor the role of culture into their analysis. In fact, they realized that statistical assessment was cultural and political, but often did not recognize those brackets in their work.

One factor of cultural bias is the need to find someone to blame for a risk—or crisis. Those participants in this analysis who possess a “rational individual” bias in their analysis prefer to blame the person, the individual, who willfully and knowingly undertook a risky activity. By scientific standards, such behavior seems irrational—a violation of the rational individual paradigm featuring benefits and costs. Or, conversely, some scientific assessments feature the randomness of risk events. According to the rational individual paradigm, one can blame an automobile accident on the reckless (irrational) driver who careens into a carload of people and does substantial damage. Blaming that event on the carelessness of the driver does not account for the randomness of the damage to that specific carload of people who happened to be at that exact point in time and space. What if some persons in the vehicle die or are seriously injured and others sustain minimal injury? Who then is particularly at blame? Who is irrational? And, is the ability to place blame on one or more individual who is responsible at some point of assessment a sound approach? Perhaps some mythic explanation is applied to rationalize the event and outcomes? Would that not argue that individuals are irrational if they work in or live near what is thought to be high risk industries? Are other factors at play, including the balance of reward/costs from taking risks, the limited choices people have where they work or live, and the ability to force sources that create risk to be accountable to employees and neighbors?

At the pure statistical level, risk is a matter of probability, as Douglas reflected: “Risk then meant the probability of an event occurring combined with the magnitude of the losses or gains that would be entailed” (p. 23). To mitigate risk occurrence and magnitude, the logic follows, individuals would be better able to manage risks if they were more aware of and knowledgeable of them. This line of reasoning blurs many of the identifiable elements of the risk perception, management, mitigation, and communication equation. For instance awareness of a risk does not equate with knowledge of the risk as a risk or the consequences of the risk. Nor does it necessarily involve an attitude formed about the risk or the behavioral response which is a part of the logic of this model. It does not assume or evaluate whether the source of the risk can think and operate in ways that reduce the risk or its impact.

A major contribution by cultural theory is its rationale for holding members of society accountable for risks. As Douglas reasoned, “Cultural theory starts by assuming that a culture is a system of persons holding one another mutually accountable. A person tries to live at some level of being held accountable which is bearable and which matches the level at which that person wants to hold others accountable. From this angle, culture is fraught with the political implications of mutual accountability” (p. 31). Thus, various parties become responsible for risks, their assessment, management, mitigation, and communication. This logic, however, does not leave the individual immune to responsibility. But, it suggests that by specialty, certain individuals’ roles in society make them more responsible for certain risks. For instance, the medical community has its regime of risks, as does a police force, or a fire department, or accountants. In this way, society is organized on the rationale of collective risk management.

Sensitive to the problems of getting, interpreting, and communicating risk data, Susan Hadden (1989) worried that institutional barriers stand in the way of meaningful dialogue in communities where people experience risks that they think are intolerable. Such barriers result, at least in part, from statutes that do not specify what technical data are crucial and, therefore, should be collected. Required to provide information, those who are responsible may merely engage in data dumps. Thus, substantial databases may be created, but the important or most important data may not be interpreted and used for policy decisions. Statutes and professional protocols may not recognize the need for community involvement and clarity of presentation. Collection may not include a sense of how the data are to be communicated. Even when data have been collected by industry or governmental agencies, institutional barriers prevent citizens from gaining access to them. People may encounter a maze of agencies, do not know where and how to acquire information, and suffer data dumps that provide huge amounts of information in ways that make it difficult to access (see Heath, Palenchar, & O'Hair, this volume).

Encountering such barriers, people may become frustrated or unsure that they have the data they need or want. They may doubt the accuracy and value of the information given various uncertainties and controversies about its accuracy and relevance. Even when information is obtained, people run into barriers as they seek to exert changes they hope will mitigate the risks they believe they have discovered. A related barrier is the failure on the part of governmental agencies, as well as industrial groups, to agree on what data interpreted by which standards truly give meaningful insights. The institutions related to this process refuse-for various reasons, some of which are completely ethical and honest—to be precise in the report, use, and interpretation of data.

As she worried about the dysfunction of data dumps, Hadden (1989) was also frustrated by oneway— expert to lay audience—communication. This, she called the “old” version of risk communication that gave power to the experts who were the source of data, while often disempowering the persons who had a right to the information in useful form because they worried that some risk might be intolerable. Hadden was one of many who observed that “information alone is not adequate; because of the inevitable gaps and uncertainties about how to evaluate risks, risk communication depends upon trust among all parties to the communication” (p. 307).

Cultural theorists believe that the technicality of data can frustrate communication efforts because the experts believe that lay publics cannot understand, appreciate, and make correct choices from the data. So, the experts tend to take a “trust us” persona in such communication efforts which essentially evolve as efforts to persuade others of the tightness of their research and conclusions. In fact, they may be incapable of creating trust for their analysis no matter how accurate and appropriate it might be. They have not been able to demonstrate their accountability. Key publics who worry about risks—or may be unaware of them—can encounter elitist experts who cannot engage in dialogue. Also, they may believe their responsibility ends with the gathering or analysis of data. They may not see communication as their responsibility. They may lack the necessary temperament and communication skills.

Cultural theory very much supported the dialogic approach to risk communication. The balance, according to cultural theory, rests with each and every party being accountable and being held accountable. As Douglas (1992) reasoned, each “person is assumed to be sifting possible information through a collectively constructed censor set to a given standard of accountability” (p. 31). An essential part of this accountability is the varying balance between reward or benefits and costs as perceived by the various individuals who comprise the culture. Different people see various risks as being more or less worth taking or bearing. How well the people of each culture share an intersubjective filter and how well the filter operates to understand, manage, and communicate risk is another focal point of concern. Each filter is a perspective that by its nature gives credence to some information as more important and relevant than other information. Such interpretations cannot be understood and reconciled without seeing differences as honest but conflicting perspectives.

For this reason, risk analysis is inherently moral and political. It is not strictly objective. “Risk analysis that tries to exclude moral ideas and politics from its calculations is putting professional integrity before sense” (Douglas, 1992, p. 44). “The political question is always about acceptable risk” (p. 44). Viewed this way, cultural theory acknowledges the value of epidemiological assessments, but reasons that many moral dimensions lead to complex decisions that often require inclusive rather than exclusive frames of interpretation and modes of communication. Can every risk be lowered to make it more acceptable? Is it unjustly borne by some to the unjust advantage of others? Should those more at risk ethically be expected to bear the risk? And, reflective of the essential theme of risk democracy and community right to know legislation that grew up in the 1980s in the United States, we can ask how can the dialogue regarding risk sufficiently includes all interested parties and deals productively with their concerns and suggestions? How and why does the community have a right to know? Who has that right? Who does not have that right? Cultural theory gave substantial support for discussing such questions as they came to be asked, particularly after chemical releases such as occurred in Bhopal, India.

Answers to these questions and the policy decisions that arise from them and guide them are not easy to acquire. As Douglas (1992) continued, “Each culture is designed to use dangers as a bargaining weapon, but different types of culture select different kinds of dangers for their self-maintaining purposes” (p. 47). Out of this perspective comes a wholeness that embraces all that constitutes a community: “This analysis of attitudes to risk treats the system of society as one: The community, its political behavior, its theory of how the world is, the strengths and weaknesses of its forms of solidarity” (Douglas, 1992, p. 48). Viewed in this way, risk perception, analysis, management, and communication are not trivial or incidental parts of each community. They are the essential elements of community. Community serves as a rationale and infrastructural means for the collective management of risk.

So, instead of ignoring or eliminating politics and morality from probability analysis, culture theory sees any scientific assessment as only a part, and perhaps a smaller than larger part of the analysis. Thus, the role of scientist is politicized. “Scientists are being pressed to take the role of ultimate arbiter in political contests when there is no hope of ultimate arbiter in political contests when there is no hope of diehard adversaries coming to agreement” (Douglas, 1992, p. 49). In an optimal world, some arbiter—perhaps scientists—might be able and therefore are empowered to make assessments and final decisions on risks. To do so, however, is likely to give them a role greater than their ability to accomplish, especially if their role includes convincing others of the accuracy and evaluative soundness of their conclusions. They may be adept at perceiving and assessing, but any attempt at management, which includes allocating and/or gaining acceptance for risks, becomes instantly political. It brings communication challenges similar to that of clearing a minefield. It is the business of more than the scientists, especially if they work for some vested interest. That interest can be at odds with and a biasing aspect of the collective efforts to assess and manage risks. There is no place for apolitical analysis in matters of risk.

Decisions of this kind, cultural theorists argue, are confounded by value judgments. “The rational chooser’s definition of a situation is not to be taken as given: The selective elements are the outcomes of psychological and sociological processes, including the chooser’s own activities and the activities of others in his environment” (Douglas, 1992, p. 56). No interpreter of risk, especially those with “professional” status can be conceptualized as being free standing or independent of the society where they operate. They are part of various institutions and the total culture. The roles of such institutions are based on accountabilities to the larger society and to other institutions. It is exactly the word risk and its implications for this dialogue that challenges the players to see themselves as part of a larger community with its characteristic values, goals, and responsibilities. In such infrastructures, scientists can be asked and even assigned the role of final arbiter. Scientists, Douglas (1992) probed, come to have status because of the institutions, and “individuals transfer their decision-making to the institutions in which they live” (p. 78). Such institutions must acknowledge that individuals are variously risk averse and self-interested. Rather than some absolute standard, the nexus of such tendencies, Douglas (1992) reasoned, rests with the individual’s relationship to such institutions: “the self is risk-taking or risk-averse according to a predictable pattern of dealings between the person and others in the community. Both emerge, the community and the person’s self, as ready for particular risks or as averse to them, in the course of their interactions” (p. 102).

Tensions arise from situations of conflicting interest and differing levels of risk taking and aversion. Such shared experience not only translates into language but also into institutions. Rituals and history of community activities bring to each set of risk decisions a legacy that is political in every sense of the word. Thus, public debate is oriented to the future. “In the public debate the future form of the society is at stake; the contenders define the options” (Douglas, 1992, p. 134). This debate centers on tensions between individual and collective interests. Out of this tension can arise a sense of collective support or intractable opposition. The debate centers on normative decisions: What is done? What should be done? Whose rights are promoted, protected, and compromised? Dichotomous choices arise that yield in various ways to discourse and are the essence of the norms built into and expressed by culture.

Here then arises the logic of risk discourse, and by the same logic crisis discourse. At issue is a contest over what is (logics of factual analysis) and what ought to be (logics of policy and value). The rhetorical dynamics of society focus on three kinds of broad choices:


	(a) “whole systems of relations for bonding insiders together against outsiders”

	(b) “the trust necessary for exchange between individuals”

	(c) the legitimacy of “up-down hierarchical bonding of individuals” (Douglas, 1992, p. 137).



In such dialogue occur discussions of exchange. The culture of risk not only poses risk loss against benefits, but the logics of who gain or lose from various risk assessments and responses. Who gains and who loses? Is this fair? Are those who can or will lose part of the dialogue?

At one level, the collective interest translates into the public good. But as Douglas (1992) observed, “the question of public good arises in different forms in each kind of community, and the different definitions proffered reflect the different social forms which frame the debate” (p. 146). Such dialogue integrates and battles the integration and compatibility of individual and community beliefs. “The community equivalent of individual beliefs are collectively held beliefs, public knowledge, and generally accepted theories, or culture. Self-perception of a community will correspond to what its members think proper, and likewise, the knowledge of the self that is available to members will be limited by the forensic process” (p. 222). Decisions are collective even if they do not arise easily or at all from the compatible and disparate voices of the members of each community.

Because risk and crisis are inherently matters of choice, Douglas helps us comprehend the dynamics of the dialogue and the challenges involved in integrating interests, as well as distributing risk and reward. “Culture is the point at which claims and counter-claims come to rest and where authority is attributed to theories about the world” (p. 223). And, in sum, she asked “What is culture?” To this she answered, “I take it to be an ongoing, never resolved argument about the rightness of choice” (p. 260).

This cultural view underpins a communicative and rhetorical rationale for risk dialogue. It sees analysis and decision as being best when it leads to enlightened choice, Nichols’ (1963) rationale for rhetoric in society. It is a matter of many choices, variously individual but ultimately always collective. How and what one gains can affect what and why another loses. Such decisions require input from many disciplines. To this end, collective processes focusing on risk and crisis can reflect each culture’s (individual, organizational, community, etc) sense of what they are and how they can be managed.



New Horizons and Old Problems

One of the challenges facing a project such as this Handbook is to track key trends that have brought some subject (here is it is crisis and risk) to its current state and to look to its future to see advances that are likely and those that are needed. One contributor to such thinking has recently reaffirmed the need for a multidisciplinary approach to risk. Althaus (2005) reasoned that “risk is an ordered application of knowledge to the unknown” (p. 567). Such problems, she demonstrated, are relevant to many disciplines, each of which offers insights worthy to the task, but none are definitive. She stressed the distinction between “risk defined as a reality that exists in its own right in the world (e.g., objective risk and real risk) and risk defined as a reality by virtue of a judgment made by a person or the application of some knowledge to uncertainty (e.g., subjective risk, observed risk, perceived risk)” (pp. 567–568). The former is metaphysical, whereas the latter centers on epistemology. “Taken as an epistemological reality, risk comes to exist by virtue of judgments made under conditions of uncertainty” (p. 569). Another of the splitting points is this: “The idea is that risk and uncertainty both relate to the unknown, but that risk is an attempt to ‘control’ the unknown by applying knowledge based on the orderliness of the world. Uncertainty, on the other hand, represents the totally random unknown and thus cannot be controlled or predicted” (p. 569).

Science, logic, and mathematics, Althaus (2005) reasoned, focus on calculable phenomenon and objective reality. The other disciplines tend to center on subjective reality. She did not list communication per se, but did include other social sciences and humanities. Is communication, as linguistics, interested in terminology and meaning as terministic screens (Burke 1969) or identification (Burke 1968)? Like history and the humanities, does it deal with narratives by which people live (Fisher, 1958)? Is it something else, as Campbell (1996) synthesized, that gives life to facts, voice to evaluations, and reason to policy debates? Can scientists convince others of the rightness of their investigation and conclusions without communicating? Can the policy makers and the concerned citizens engage in debate and dialogue without applying the knowable strategies of communication? As Rowan (1994) reasoned, communication can be more or less effective, merely the application of prescriptive guidelines or the cautiously and ethically developed strategies of prepositional discourse.

Althaus (2005) rightly observed five kinds of risk: Subjective, objective, real, observed, and perceived. A communication perspective would suggest that each of these in various ways constitutes not only an analytical perspective but also a rhetorical problem. The problem results from the need to engage others, to bring discourse to bear on shared subjectivity, the probative force of analysis of the objective and real, to give effective voice to the concerns that arise from observed and perceived uncertainties. Finally, one can argue that communication is a vital part of the means by which people in society, as well as each community, work together and set themselves at odds with one another in the attempt to bring control to risk. A communication perspective assumes the roles and responsibilities to engage in discord and achieve harmony as people collaborate and compete in the definition of risk, its analysis and management, as well as its allocation. In this way, communication is foundational to efforts to create that partnership sought by Fischhoff (1995).

Treatises on crisis and risk communication range from the highly theoretical, to the research based, and the totally practical. The latter is often characterized by guidelines tested through experience by professional communicators and offered as best practices.

One fairly recent book offers practical advice predicated on a mental models approach (Morgan et al., 2002). It is a self-proclaimed do-it-yourself book aimed at helping communicators know how to “provide information that people need to make informed decisions about risks to health, safety, and the environment” (p. ix). The tack of this book is to blend “the natural science of how risks are created and controlled and the social science of how people comprehend and respond to such risks” (pp. ix-x). Such advice is valued because “the stakes riding on public understanding are high for those who create risks, as well as for the public that bears them” (p. 3). Done poorly, risk communication is corporate propaganda seeking falsely deserved understanding and support by important publics. Done properly it brings sound scientific knowledge to be the servant of the public interest. It requires “authoritative and trustworthy sources” (p. 4). It must meet the needs of one or more key public hoping to make enlightened choices. Those who engage in this endeavor need to realize that they can and will meet opposition from scientists who doubt the goal of making an informed public, which is “mostly a waste of time,” they think (p. 7).

One of the key challenges is to recognize the useful communication outcome to be accomplished with decisions about risks that are variously controllable as well as variously observable. To solve such problems, the mental models approach (MMA) “offers a way to ensure that, if they choose to, laypeople can understand how the risks they face are created and controlled, how well science understands those risks, and how great they seem to be” (Morgan et al., 2002, p. 14). The success of this process rests with “its ability to improve the understanding of those who attend to the communications that it produces” (p. 14).

MMA assumes as an underpinning the seven stages of developing analysis, message and partnership outlined by Fischhoff (1995, discussed above). Once basic analysis by experts has developed sufficiently so that a scientifically sound risk assessment can be achieved, the risk communicators are ready to start developing messages and partnerships by applying the MMA. This approach recognizes the value of what the experts want to tell lay audiences, but also knows that messages need to respect and address those publics’ concerns. The message in the risk communication cannot successfully and ethically be only what the experts want to say. Expects are unwise to blame the public for thoughts and beliefs that appear to be stupid, irrational, or hysterical.

Thus, the MMA process begins with the development of an expert decision model which features what is known and what needs to be known to make appropriate risk decisions. This model must reflect what is known and where gaps exist in expert knowledge. The second step is to conduct general, open-ended interviews to ascertain what people believe about hazards. The third step requires getting even more insights through surveys to determine what is on the mind of the public. Knowing the scientific decision model and the concerns as well as beliefs of the public, the risk communicators are now ready to compare the expert model and the lay model to determine where agreement and disagreement exist. It’s time to determine where knowledge gaps exist and what beliefs need to be corrected. With this information at hand, a tentative risk message can be drafted. This is tested by getting reactions from members of the lay audience. With this information as feedback, the message is evaluated and refined. After the message has been refined, it is put into play. It needs to be presented by a single spokesperson. The voice should be respectful and neutral. The content needs to feature the information the lay public needs to make the correct decisions and the way best to interpret such information and to make decisions about each specific hazard.

Messages relevant to risks that others seem to control, such as a nuclear generating facility or a chemical plant, need to be objective. Public health risk communication messages, so the MMA logic goes, can be more persuasive because compliance is essential in this context. People, in this situation, need information and persuasive motivation to take control of their health. In facility-based contexts, source neutrality and decision guidance are intended to help people understand the specific risk and approach it with the appropriate level of risk tolerance—or intolerance.

One of the early contributors to the effort to understand and refine the risk communication process, Rowan (1995) advanced the CAUSE approach which features five steps: Credibility, awareness, understanding, satisfaction, and enactment. Step one calls on leaders to establish credibility with key publics. Second, they need to create or recognize the target audience’s awareness of the likely occurrence of the risk and its severity as well as measures for constructive response to it. Third, achieve sufficient scientific understanding of the risk and its consequences. The expert-based model of risk communication (scientific-positivistic) assumes that scientists become satisfied by the assessment and management of a risk and seek public concurrence. According to Rowan’s scheme of things, the fourth step requires that satisfaction must be community based; it depends on the decisions the concerned public feel comfortable to make given the data they know and believe and the heuristics they apply to interpret the data and make decisions regarding the hazard. The last step, enactment, requires that appropriate measures—by key individuals, by the risk entity, or by a government agency—be put into place based on the decision derived through community dialogue.

Such community dialogue can occur in many venues, including the use of public meetings, public hearings, protests, and citizens advisory committees (CACs or citizens advisory panels, CAPs). Such infrastructures can succeed or fail; the design and management of CACs seems predictive of success (Lynn & Busenberg, 1995). Infrastructures are best when they bring together company representatives (management, scientific, and communication), government (elected officials and emergency response and environmental monitoring personnel), and interested citizens (Heath, Bradshaw, & Lee, 2002).

The community partnership, infrastructural approach builds on the assumption that sound science and informatics as well as emergency response protocols must be vetted collectively so that members, risk bearers, of the community come to an appropriate level of risk tolerance. The scientific and emergency response parts of the message are either reinforced or frustrated by the quality of the process leading members of the community to support or oppose the inter-organizational collaborative process as well as the organizations and individuals in the process. Such analysis features at least the following concepts: Benefits/harms associated with the risk, support/opposition, uncertainty, control (personal, organizational, and community), trust, cognitive involvement, risk tolerance, proximity, and knowledge (Heath, 1997).

The logic of this approach squares with Rayner’s (1992) observation, “risk behavior is a function of how human beings, individually and in groups, perceive their place in the world and the things that threaten it” (p. 113). More than a simple communication process, effective risk communication reflects the wholeness of the communities where it occurs. Guidelines help us understand what makes the community whole and strengthens the process which often counts for more than the content— from the lay perspective. Experts need to acknowledge the desire of the public to exert influence over factors they feel put them at risk. To this end, a collaborative approach occurs when experts, managers, politicians, community experts, and the general public work together to find facts and put appropriate emergency response protocols into place (O'Hair, Heath, & Becker, 2005). The public must be empowered, rather than marginalized. Their value-laden judgments should be acknowledged and appreciated as such. Trust needs to develop over time through relationship development and mutual regard. Scientists need to recognize their uncertainty and that of the community. It may well be a strength, not a weakness, to acknowledge knowledge gaps and conflicting opinions. Benefits and harms need to be weighed as part of the total decision model. Responsive strategic business planning and high standards of corporate responsibility can earn trust and help people to be appropriately risk tolerant. People need to come to believe in the decision making process which can sustain them, as risk bearers, as well as the risk creators and risk arbiters. Proaction is likely to be more successful in such situations than reaction (Heath, 1997).

In the public health arena, many powerful approaches to risk communication have been proposed, tested, and refined. One, Witte’s (1994) extended parallel process model (EPPM), acknowledged the role of fear as a factor in risk assessment, management, decision making, and communication. This model assumes that messages, external stimuli, can point to and arouse feelings of self-efficacy, response efficacy, susceptibility, and severity. These factors can be built into public health messages. How, the theory asks, do people respond to and process such messages? The answer predicts that some people will not perceive a threat to themselves or others and therefore will make no response to the message. Otherwise they may focus on the perceived efficacy or the perceived threat. If they do the former, they are likely to progress toward the hazard as danger control applying protective motivation and accepting the public health message. If they respond with fear, they are likely to become defensive and reject the message. This leads to fear control.

Such logics have been used in many public health contexts, such as AIDS-protective behaviors (Murray-Johnson, Witte, Liu, & Hubbell, 2001). If targets of public health messages believe or can be brought to believe they have the self-efficacy to manage the fear their decision can lead to, dread control which includes response efficacy adds a vital dimension to the content of the risk message. By extension, one could argue that a similar model is likely to predict how people in a community at risk would respond to emergency response measures such as shelter in place. They need to believe they can successfully follow that advice and that the advice is sound for them to fully appreciate and appropriately respond to the message.

Reviewing accomplishments achieved from 1995 to 2005, McComas (2006) concluded that notable achievements had occurred in understanding the role of mass media, social trust, science, and affect. She pointed to advances in strategically designing messages by using risk comparison, narratives, and visualization. She reasoned that key advances were continuing in the understanding of risk severity, social norms and response efficacy as foundations for improve risk communication can lead to productive outcomes for the benefit of society and those concerned about and affected by risks. She believed that one of the major communication contexts, public outreach, was also improving in design and execution. In all, risk communication advances best in practice and through research when it is seen as multidisciplinary and multidimensional, and when trust is emphasized in risk management.

Throughout this section, we have featured risk communication but have not been unmindful of crisis response preparedness. A crisis is a risk manifested. Excellence in risk communication can both reduce the likelihood of a crisis, but serve as the knowledge, evaluative, infrastructural, and risk tolerance foundation for crisis response. As is true of risks, people seek control. A crisis can suggest that some one or some organization has not been willing or able to exert the appropriate control to respond appropriately to protect the interests of some risk bearers. Thus, crisis assessment and management begins with sound approaches to risk management.



Precautionary Principle

In the midst of the debates over degrees of risk and risk management policy, the precautionary principle has enlivened and frustrated the dialogue. This concept was introduced into the risk literature to foster restraint against risks. It was intended to insert a principle and a procedure into such debates to maximize the visibility of the intolerance some advocates have for certain risks. It was intended to focus the controversy. It became itself a centerpiece for controversy, especially as it has been interjected into discussions of the tolerability of biotechnology risks.

The logic of this principle is that if the consequences of an action are not well known and the subject of substantial controversy regarding the potentiality of irreversible consequences, then actions and decisions should err on the side of caution. As such this principle was advocated to slow the approval or even deny it for those risks which are not yet well known and the consequences of which can in fact be of great magnitude (nanotechnology for instance).

This principle has often been captured in various cultural truisms. “Look before you leap.” “Two wrongs do not make a right.” “Better safe than sorry.” “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” Colloquialisms such as these can be challenged by other familiar sayings. “The early bird gets the worm” suggests that the bird willing to judge the risks of daylight or spring time is more likely to get the reward than will the more cautious one. We might add this one, “nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

These ordinary expressions suggest not only the boundaries but the essence of contention regarding this concept. If we are too cautious, goes the argument of certain biotechnologies that could increase crop production, people will die of famine while we are worrying about the consequences of new crops. The likelihood of death by famine, so these advocates would say, is starkly demonstrable, whereas the uncertainty about the long-term effects of the new technology are merely or essentially only potential and perhaps risk. They may be nothing more than politically motivated caution to throw a cold blanket over the fire of innovation.

Rather than reducing the uncertainty of risk decisions, the precautionary principle may in fact raise the level of uncertainty. Some scientific premises can only be tested through implementation. If they are kept from being tested, the degree to which they increase or decrease risk may not be known. Critics of the principle suggest that outcome is contradictory to the desires of the advocates of the principle. If, for instance, science knows the hazards of lead pipes, should the precautionary principle reduce the implementation of an alternative, such as vinyl pipe, until the health hazard of that technology is determined? If public health specialists know that X percent of the population will die or suffer severe consequences from small pox inoculation, what then would be the advisability of inoculating health care workers on the assumption that one or the many potential means of bioterrorism is small pox?

Such conundrums are the essential themes of contention in risk communication. The objective is to reduce the likelihood that a risk becomes manifested and a crisis occurs. Without doubt both (or the various) sides of a risk controversy opt for manageable caution. The problematic is the full understanding of manageable caution and enlightened choice. Those who favor the role of science in such discussions may be either more or less cautious accordingly. Science does not necessarily predict caution or high levels of risk tolerance. These parameters are necessary ingredients in such debates and their politics. Until some better system results, and perhaps none will, part of risk communication’s mission then is to give voice to the competing perspectives (factual and evaluative) and provide platforms for contentious but constructive and honest dialogue. The precautionary principle is not irrelevant in such discussions, nor is it inherently the clarity that ends controversy. It does demonstrate one important principle of risk management however; that is the cultural dimension that surrounds the role of science and seeks to constrain and guide it.



Prospects and Problems

Obligation is a fundamental assumption guiding crisis management and response, as well as risk assessments, management and communication. Those on whom focus centers during what may or may not be a crisis have an obligation to society, key publics, to answer concerns relevant to the nature, magnitude, cause, responsibility, severity, and lessons learned. A starting point in crisis response is a vigilance for the kinds of risks that might manifest themselves and the persons who could be affected by such occurrence. A crisis, in this sense, can be foreseen as occurring; the moment and magnitude of such occurrence, however, may be difficult and even impossible to predict. Various individuals and organizations are variously obligated to risk and crisis management. How they respond has societal implications.

As we project this base of intellectual inquiry into the chapters that follow, we recognize that some universal and recurring questions seem worth raising. The framework for these questions results from the intersection of issues to be managed, crises to be managed, and risks to be managed. (For a typical list of questions relevant to risk management and communication, see Golding 1992, p. 28). To that end, we ask:


	What is a crisis? What makes it a crisis? What risk was basic to the crisis?

	What can be done to mitigate each kind of crisis through planning, prevention, and precrisis communication?

	What makes some organizations crisis prone?

	What responses to a crisis are demanded by various exigencies that prescribe and limit the available responses?

	What ethical challenges drive crisis preparation, planning and response?

	What is a risk? Is a crisis a risk manifested?

	Why is the “risk” actually so?

	How safe is safe enough? Who decides how safe is safe enough?

	How good is the knowledge base for risk analysis, management, and communication? How can social informatics be leveraged for better community response?

	How well do the participants in risk decision making handle uncertainty—and the locus of control and blame?

	Do the institutions engaged have a positive or negative affect on the dialogue—its nature, trajectory, and outcome?

	Do the motives of the communicators lead to aligned or divergent interests?

	What factors influence perceptions of risk and benefit?

	What perceptions are integrated in each policy position? How well are the perceptions so integrated?

	How does society manage and communicate about risks that are unacceptable to some segment of society?

	How are the normative considerations such as equity and social justice integrated into risk policy?

	What criteria guide risk management and crisis response policies? Are the NRF and NIMS platforms sufficient?

	How well do participants share meaning and interpretive heuristics of risks?

	What are the dynamic connections between issues, crisis, and risk?

	How can media and technology be leveraged more effectively for community response?





Conclusion

The last decade witnessed an explosion of risk communication research focusing primarily on natural and man-made disasters, preventable diseases, and health hazards. During the same period, advances in communication sciences reached levels of proliferation unmatched in the history of the discipline (O'Hair, 2004). A dramatic emphasis on homeland security creates unprecedented opportunities to integrate risk communication research with new theories of communication science resulting in confluent models of community risk communication. A recent NSF report argues for greater interdisciplinary cooperation among basic natural sciences, human decision processes, economists, engineers, and communication scholars (NSF, 2002). The Government Accounting Office reported to Congress last year that risk communication theory and protocol must assume a greater role in threat mitigation plans (GAO-04–682, 2004). In numerous government reports, the authors highlight the important role of communication in mitigating, preventing, and responding to terrorist acts. Just about every GAO report on public response organizations and agencies places communication at the top of the list.

Regardless of the content of the various arguments advanced in this volume, despite differences of perspective and philosophy, we think the authors are united in one central theme. They believe that risks, and related crises, should be understood, managed, and communicated so that people can lead a more healthy and happy existence. On matters of crisis, the holding line is that the literature must never forget that those who violate the public trust should not be judged to manage crises so well as to unfairly benefit from them but must be found wanting because of their transgressions. This is the blending of science, management, social responsibility, public policy, and cultural morality. These are the ingredients of an infrastructure that must operate to abate risk and ferret out the violator in crisis.

Aside from companion disciplines that are intimately engaged in crisis and risk communication problematics, the communication discipline boils down to process and meaning. It needs to understand and bring in the voice of science and the decisions of management. It must accept and foster communication infrastructures that weave through the fabric of society teetering between monologue and dialogue. The past is not irrelevant as a point of comparison and as a foundation, but it is not an hegemony dictating risk acceptance and crisis response. In this sense, progress becomes an objective and a peril. People cannot be trod on in its name, nor can we forget its lure as the essence of perfection, and, as Burke (1968) said, humans are rotten with perfection.

For this reason, we are obliged to acknowledge that “risk statements are by nature statements that can be deciphered only in an interdisciplinary (competitive) relationship, because they assume in equal measure insight into technical know-how and familiarity with cultural perceptions and norms” (Beck, 2004, p. 215). Here is the logic of control. The concern is the nature and locus of control.

On the one hand, society can be enriched by the control of risks to its advantage. The other hand suggests that the peril is the loss of dialogue and the instantiation of an hegemony of control that privileges some and marginalizes others. Now, if risk manifested into crisis occurs because the offending party did not exercise control in the public interest (preferring partisanship qua partisanship) we see that control is distorted. That can threaten the viability of society which can be conceptualized as the collective management of risk.

Such concerns, at a societal level, are matters of degree not binary decisions. To ask whether people are risk tolerant or risk intolerant can mask that this is an interval judgment, one that is contextualized. To ask whether some one violated public trust during a crisis is not binary, but embraces a range of expectation violations, in type and degree. Such decisions blend, rather than deny, the interaction or reality and interpretation. To that degree, then, they are the fodder of communication, especially dialogue rather than monologue.
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The industrial and information ages have created a whole new range of risks and crises, while advances in communication and information technologies have increased people’s awareness of these risks as well as increasing the opportunities for dialogue and shared decision making based on risk assessment and associated political and social discussions. As the factors that have a propensity to increase risk and crises proliferate and as headlines shout out newsworthy crises such as increasing population density, increased settlement in high-risk areas, increased technological risk, aging U.S. population, emerging infectious diseases and antimicrobial resistance, increased international travel and increased terrorism (Auf def Heida, 1996), risk and crisis communications will play a larger role in Quintilian’s (1951) principle of the good person communicating well as a foundation for fostering enlightened choices through dialogue in the public sphere.

Technological developments also led to the advancement of new tactics for terrorism that require risk and crisis communication initiatives. For example, the American Council on Science and Health’s (2003) manual A Citizens’ Guide to Terrorism Preparedness and Response: Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear extended its worst-case scenario developments to include among others: chemical weapons such as lewisite, mustard, arsine, cyanide, phosgene, sarin, tabin and VX, including related risk and crisis communication elements. The council’s communication goal with the manual was to educate the public about the health hazards of these weapons and to offer suggestions as to how people might protect themselves.

As Erikson (1994) adeptly stated, modern disasters challenge humans with a “new species of trouble,” and risk, crises and ultimately disasters are the definitive challenge to communication and public relations scholars and practitioners. With this new species of trouble as a center point, this chapter explores the historical trends of risk and crisis communication research, unraveling the rapid growth and evolution of both fields while noting similarities and differences between them, and reviews the development of academic research centers related to advancing the study and practice of risk and crisis communication.


Rapid Growth of Risk Communication

Identifying or pointing to a specific date or event that launched risk communication or crisis communication is impossible, as both movements grew organically out of a variety of perspectives and initiatives, whether they are community-based activism, government response or industry initiated. Certain incidents, events and research streams, however, loom large in the history of both these fields of communication study.

The history of risk management and risk assessment can be traced back beyond Greek and Roman times (Covello & Mumpower, 1985). The origins of risk analysis have been traced to the Babylonians in 3200 BC where myths, metaphors, and rituals were used to predict risks and to communicate knowledge about avoiding hazards; risk communication was embedded in folk discourse (Krimsky & Plough, 1988).

Modern risk analysis was developed in the early part of the 20th century by engineers, epidemiologists, actuaries, and industrial hygienists, among others, who looked at hazards associated with technology that was rapidly developing from and during the industrial revolution (Kates & J.Kasperson, 1983). The development of probability theory during the 17th century in Europe brought explicit formulations of risk concepts. U.S. federal legislation in the 1970s, including the formation of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), elevated the role of formal risk assessment.

Explicit, modern-era interest in risk communication can be traced back to the 1950s and the “Atoms for Peace” campaign. The later development of the anti-nuclear movement in the 1970s helped bring risk communication to the limelight (R. Kasperson & Stallen, 1991). Interest in risk communication was considered “quite recent” during the late 1980s (Krimsky & Plough, 1988). According to the National Research Council (NRC, 1989), the motivating sources and goals for this direction in risk communication was a requirement for or desire by government and industry officials to inform, to overcome opposition to decisions, to share decision-making power, and to develop effective alternatives to direct regulatory control. Overall, according to Krimsky and Golding (1992), the field of risk studies, including risk communication, developed from the practical needs of industrialized societies to regulate technology and to protect its citizens from natural and manmade, technological hazards.

The modern age of environmental risk communication in the United States, with its focus on health and environmental issues, also can be traced to the second term (1983–1985) of William Ruckelshaus as EPA Administrator (Peters, Covello, & McCallum, 1997). According to Ruckelshaus (1983), he advocated the Jeffersonian goals of informing and involving the public as foundation principles in environmental risk management.

Citizen participation in environmental regulation is a relatively new development, although since the mid-1970s, it has been viewed as a standard feature of public policy (Szasz, 1994). The legacy of today’s philosophy of community-right-to-know began to change dramatically in the mid-1980s. One of the most horrific modern industrial crisis events occurred on December 3, 1984, by the release of methyl isocyanate (MIC) at the Union Carbide plant at Bhopal, India, which caused more than 3,000 deaths and over 200,000 major injuries (Shrivastava, 1987). According to Union Carbide (2004), the release caused more than 3,800 deaths while several other thousand suffered permanent or partial disabilities.1

Within two years of the disaster, after 145 law suits against Union Carbide, and after the occurrence of other incidents on American soil—among smaller incidents, a Union Carbide’s plant in West Virginia leaked a different toxic gas in 1985, injuring 135 people (New York Times, 1985)—the U.S. Congress heeded advice from a federal government-sponsored research project that showed more than 7,000 accidents of the kind between 1980 and 1985 (Falkenberry, 1995), and numerous provisions and legislations were developed and passed. Most notably the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), or Superfund, and its reauthorization (Superfund Amendment and Reauthorization Act (SARA)) of 1986 requires that specific procedures be implemented to assess the release of hazardous substances. Specifically focused on risk communication, SARA requires public participation provision and the community right-to-know requirements of the Emergency Planning and Community Right-To-Know Act of 1986 (EPCRA). SARA requires companies to provide public information concerning chemical emissions; in so doing this act gave a new scope and purpose to risk communication.2 According to Peters et al. (1997), “In a period of barely ten years, environmental risk communication has evolved from a management concept to codified legislation” (p. 43).

For risk communication, the key part of SARA is EPCRA, which gives the EPA oversight of risk communication efforts related to the formation of local emergency planning committees (LEPC). SARA also mandated each state’s governor to appoint members to a State Emergency Response Commission (SERC), which in turn created LEPCs. Each SERC is responsible for implementing EPCRA provisions within each state, including the 3,500 local emergency planning districts and appointed LEPCs for each district. By 1986, 30 states or cities had some form of community-right-to-know pollution requirements (Hearne, 1996).

Codifying environmental risk communication, SARA and other federal policies require companies to inform citizens regarding the kinds and quantities of chemicals that are manufactured, stored, transported and emitted in each community. SARA’s underpinning assumption is that as companies report the toxicity about the materials they produce, transport and store people could become more informed of the level of risk in their neighborhood. Among other outcomes, this federal initiative was intended to increase the flow of various kinds of technical information from experts to community residents and to open channels of commentary between them. It is also likely that some of the motives for the legislation was to pressure the industry to adopt and implement even higher standards of community and employee safety.

According to Hadden (1989a), the regulation by itself is useful, but not enough to avoid accidents like the one in Bhopal. Crude technical information about the proximity of hazardous materials alone does not empower citizens to control or prevent disasters in industrial facilities. Few states had right-to-know laws before the federal regulation was passed. Hadden determined that the number of citizens who were actively using those laws for any practical reasons were very low, mostly due to the fact that people in the communities ignored the existence of the law and that local governments and companies were not making an effort to educate them about it.

Although the right to know as an approach to the policy making process took an important transformational step with EPCRA, it has its roots in the first U.S. constitutional convention. James Wilson, an influential lawyer among the American Founding Founders (National Archives, 2007), argued that the right to know should be used as a way for the public to have some control over their elected officials. Later on, the press argued for the public’s right to know against censorship during World War II, but only in the mid-1980s did the right to know become an established federal law (Hadden, 1989a). Jacobson (2003) identified the Freedom of Information Act of 1966 (FOIA), an amendment to the Administrative Procedure Act (APA) signed by President Lyndon Raines Johnson, as the first statutory regulation that included the right to know principle. However, as Jacobson (2003) noted, FOIA “was not an environmental statute, but a broader effort” (p. 344) to establish a statutory right to access government information.

Numerous other events highlight the development of both the research and practice of risk communication science. The 1979 National Governor’s Association Emergency Management Project helped conceptualize emergency management and related literature into four interrelated phases that are still used to guide much of the risk and crisis communication research today: mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery (Lindell & Perry, 2004).

Also in 1979 the U.S. House Committee on Science and Technology urged the National Science Foundation to develop a research program to evaluate comparative risks of alternative technical solutions related to areas such as energy and the environment and promote education related to risk assessment (U.S. Congress, 1979). With the formation of the Technology Assessment and Risk Analysis (TARA) group as a result of Congress’ urging and the efforts of the National Science Foundation, this put risk analysis at the forefront of the National Science Foundation efforts (Golding, 1992).

Another turning point in the study and practice of risk communication was the founding of the Society for Risk Analysis in 1980. The multidisciplinary and international membership group had 300 members within the first year, 1,500 members by 1987 (Golding, 1992) and has a current membership of approximately 2,000. Their focus on risk analysis includes risk assessment, characterization, communication, management and policy (Society for Risk Analysis, 1993).

Lindell and Perry (2004) suggested that the current era in risk communication also can be traced back to a risk communication conference held in Washington D.C. in 1986 that brought more than 500 scholars, government officials and industry representatives from an eclectic range of private and public organizations and academic and professional disciplines. Another of the key moments in the development of risk communication within the United States was the formation by the NRC of their Commission on Risk Perception and Communication, which met six times from May 1987 through June 1988. The NRC formed this new committee after completing a 1983 study entitled Risk Assessment in the Federal Government: Managing the Process, which focused on improving risk assessment and risk decisions within the government, but failed to adequately address and thus importantly pointed out that “a major element in risk management in a democratic society is communication about risk” (NRC, 1989, p. ix).

Another milestone in the development of risk communication was the Emerging Paradigms of Risk and Risk Communication: A Cultural Synthesis project, headed by Krimsky and Golding under an agreement of the Center for Environmental Management at Tufts University and the EPA, whose culminating work was their 1992 edited book Social Theories of Risk, which was the first systematic effort to highlight the contributions of social sciences to the theory of risk (Krimsky & Golding, 1992).

Similar academic and professional conferences and workshops have been held throughout the United States and the rest of the world. One of the more recent was a 2006 symposium sponsored by the Society for Risk Analysis and the National Science Foundation, entitled Strategies for Risk Communication: Evolution, Evidence and Experience, which explored practical methods and theories of risk communication arising from recent research in risk perception, neuroscience, and evolutionary social science focusing on how humans process and perceive uncertainty and risks, and to synthesize the findings from the multidisciplinary fields and develop practical risk communication strategies.

Recently, the Food and Drug Administration announced a new advisory committee designed to counsel the agency on how to strengthen the communication of risks and benefits of FDA-regulated products to the public. The Risk Communication Advisory Committee advises the FDA on strategic plans to communicate product risks and benefits and how to most effectively communicate specific product information to vulnerable audiences. The Institute of Medicine’s 2006 report, The Future of Drug Safety: Promoting and Protecting the Health of the Public, recommended that Congress enact legislation establishing this new advisory committee.

If exposure to risk is not new, then why was there a renaissance in risk communication research and communication? Peters et al. (1997) suggested that there has been a long-term decline in public confidence and trust in traditional social institutions, especially government and industry that has paralleled the growth in environmental risk communication legislation. At the same time, as noted by Laird (1989) more than two decades ago, there has been a dramatic growth in the rise of citizen environmental groups, which is a major institutional shift in society moving from trust in public institutions to trust in citizens groups. Fischhoff (1990) argued a similar perspective, that stakeholders and other publics have insisted on a role in deciding how health, safety and environmental risks will be managed. According to Macauley (2006), “Perhaps what is different today is the widespread attention throughout all echelons of modern society—the public at large; governments at the federal, state and local levels; industry; and universities and other nongovernmental organizations—to questioning the limits and applications of risk analyses” (p. 1).


Evolution of Risk Communication Research

It has been approximately two decades since risk communication was identified as a new and emerging area of public health communication research and considered to be one of the fastest growing parts of public health education literature (Covello, von Winterfeldt, & Slovic, 1987; NRC, 1989). Krimsky and Golding (1992) argued that the field of risk studies and in particular risk communication matured in the 1970s and 1980s as evidenced by the appearance of distinct paradigms, models and conceptual frameworks that provided structure and coherence through scientific investigation, case studies and empirical findings, as well as the emergence of professional risk societies that focus on risk communication, specialized journals and academic programs of study. Many of fundamental concepts of risk communication have a long history, but the identification of risk communication as a distinct subject matter has only occurred since the early 1980s (Lindell & Perry, 2004). The past 30-plus years have seen a continued maturation of the field of risk communication as indicated by not just the evidence but the explosion of research in this field.

Leiss’ (1996) historical analysis of risk communication determined that the term “risk communication” was coined in 1984, according to references listed in Rohrmann, Wiedemann and Stegelmann’s Risk Communication: An Interdisciplinary Bibliography (4th edition). According to Leiss (1996), risk communication has from the onset had a practical intent based off the differences between risk assessments by experts and how they are perceived and understood by those who are affected.

Beyond systems and regulatory standards, however, risk communication grew out of risk assessment and risk perception studies. While some suggest that these streams developed separately, risk assessment and risk management research have never been separate streams of the risk research branch. A 1983 NRC report, known as the Red Book and entitled Improving Risk Communication, as well as other early risk research by the EPA, argued risk assessment and management including communication was a common theme. Goldstein’s (2005) review of advances in risk assessment and communication suggested “a common theme by those involved in assessing and managing risks has been the need to integrate risk assessment and risk communication” (p. 142).

The EPA established risk communication as a means to open, responsible, informed, and reasonable scientific and value-laden discussion of risks associated with personal health and safety practices involved in living and working in proximity to harmful activities and toxic substances (NRC, 1989). Defined this way, risk management, including communication, is successful to the extent that people who fear that they may be or are demonstrably harmed by a risk can become more knowledgeable about and confident that sufficient control is imposed by the sources of the risk and by government or other external sources that are responsible for monitoring the risk generators.

At its inception, risk communication took on a source-oriented, linear approach that privileged the expert as the key participant in the process. Leiss (1996) called this the technical risk assessment period. In this period, industrial spokespersons were advised to appease or assuage the publics’ apprehension by being credible and clear; it featured the role and work of experts who conducted epidemiological studies to ascertain whether risks exist. Typical of this view was the establishment of the EPA’s (1988) seven cardinal rules of risk communication that advised communicators to tailor their messages to audiences and to use simple language and other basic, linear communication approaches. Part of the technical risk assessment period was the original work done by the NRC (1989) that emphasized the dissemination of information and featured potential outcomes. It treated risk communication as successful only to the extent that it raises the level of understanding and satisfies those involved that they are adequately informed within the limits of available knowledge.

Risk communication progressed through a period during which experts advised organizations that pose health, safety, or environmental risks to assuage employees and community members’ apprehensions by being credible and telling the truth. The truth was to be based on the known likelihood of each risk’s occurrence and the magnitude of its effect. The second phase of risk communication featured a more interactive approach: “We see risk communication as the interactive process of exchange of information and opinion among individuals, groups, and institutions” (NRC, 1989, p. 2).

Previous models of risk communication predicted that if people receive credible and clear information regarding scientifically assessed risk levels, they will accept the conclusions and policy recommendations of risk assessors. These models over-assume the power of information and do not acknowledge the power resources that concerned publics employ to exert political pressure in their effort to impose higher operating standards on the source of the ostensibly intolerable risk. Liu and Smith (1990) suggested that the view assumes that “if people are given the facts their subjective perceptions will begin to align with scientific judgments” (p. 332). That perspective reasons that if laypeople understand the company or government’s side of the story, then confidence about risk would increase and complaints would go away (Gaudino, Fritsch, & Haynes 1989).

Continuing his summary of the discipline’s history, Leiss (1996) identified a third phase, the current version of risk communication that features social relations. Risk communication based on a shared, social relations, community infrastructural approach works to achieve a level of discourse that can treat the content issues of the risk—technical assessment—and the quality of the relationships along with the political dynamics of the participants.

Hadden (1989b) observed crucial differences between what she defined as the old and new versions of risk communication. In the old approach “experts tried to persuade laymen of the validity of their risk assessments or risk decisions.” This option is “impeded by lay risk perception, difficulties in understanding probabilities, and the sheer technical difficulty of the subject matter” (p. 301). In contrast, the new approach is based on dialogue and participation. According to Otway (1992), “Risk communication requirements are a political response to popular demands…. The main product of risk communication is not information, but the quality of the social relationship it supports. Risk communication is not an end in itself; it is an enabling agent to facilitate the continual evolution of relationships” (p. 227). This and other more recent approaches to risk communication highlight the importance of a dialogic, relationship-building approach to dealing with the concerns and perceptions of community residents and employees.

The new form of risk communication, however, is often impeded by the lack of institutions that are responsive to the needs, interests, and level of understanding of the publics affected by the potential or ostensible risk. Hadden (1989b) found that institutional barriers stand in the way of meaningful dialogue in communities where people experience risks that they worry are intolerable. Such barriers result, at least in part, from statutes that do not specify what technical data are crucial and, therefore, should be collected. People often encounter a maze of agencies, do not know where to acquire information, and suffer data dumps that provide huge amounts of information in ways that make it difficult to interpret.

Within these three eras of risk communication history are numerous research streams advanced by leading scholars from a multitude of fields. Concerned that residents rely on invalid assumptions, Fischhoff, Slovic, Lichtenstein, Read, and Combs (1978; Covello, 1983; Slovic, 1987) initiated “expressed preference” research, which involves measuring a wider array of attitudes than benefits to ascertain tolerable risk levels. These researchers found laypeople’s risk ratings, unlike those of experts, are not just influenced by fatality estimates but also by their judgments of several qualitative factors such as involuntary, unfamiliar, unknown, uncontrollable, controlled by others, unfair, memorable, dreaded, acute, focused in time and space, fatal, delayed, artificial, and undetectable, as well as if individual mitigation is impossible.

Another important line of research is the mental models approach to risk communication that is based on the concept of how people understand and view various phenomena grounded in cognitive psychology and artificial intelligence research (Geuter & Stevens, 1983). The mental modes approach as applied to risk communication is built on the researchers from Carnegie Mellon University, including Baruch Fischhoff, Granger Morgan, Ann Bostrom, and associates (Morgan, Fischhoff, Bostrom, & Atman, 2002).

Other risk communication approaches that have led to the development of risk communication as a rich field of study and practice include convergence communication approach (Rogers & Kincaid, 1981), which is a theory that communication is an interactive, long-term process in which the values of the risk generating organization and the audience affect the process of communication. Hazard plus outrage approach, originally developed by Fischhoff and Slovic, has been extended and advanced in much of the work of Peter Sandman (e.g., 1987). From this research perspective, the risk bearer’s view of the risk reflects the danger (hazard) and also just as importantly how they feel about the risk and their related emotions about the action (outrage). Finally, another major approach is the mental noise approach, championed by Covello (e.g., 1983, 1992), is that when people perceive themselves to be at risk is when communication is the most challenging and thus needs to carefully constructed, particularly in crisis situations.

One of the leading frameworks within risk communication studies that has been widely debated among sociologists and public relations among others during the past 20 years is “risk society.” In his seminal book of the same name, Ulrich Beck (1992) argued that evolution of Western societies is more and more characterized by the pervasiveness of risk—uncertainties, insecurities and hazards. Central elements to risk society include uncertain personal identity that are subject to flux and choice, environmental hazards posed by new technologies, “self-endangerment” of industrial societies as their environmental choices and consequences become increasingly large and uncontrollable.

According to Beck (1992), one of the unique differences with Chernobyl in respect to risk is that the accident destroyed any concept of geographical boundaries for risk. The risk was not tied to a local community, physical location, and governmental boundary. Hazardous materials and their effects not only effected citizens in Belarus and the Ukraine, but went beyond borders, including no temporal limitations, with unknown long-term effects (Beck, 1992; Wynne, 1996). “The injured of Chernobyl are today, years after the catastrophe, not even all born yet” (Beck, 1996, p. 31). According to Beck (1995), incidents such as Chernobyl reformulate social understanding of risk.

While the study of risk and crisis communication, strategies, models and theories are important and helpful, we are reminded that these fields of study also have human implications and a critical examination must be included in the research stream. For example, McKie and Munshi (2007), in a critical reflection on the Union Carbide factory in Bhopal, India, crisis in 1984, suggested that post-crisis research in public relations publications “continue to treat Bhopal as a source of data to help frame guidelines for Western centres, without much concern for the fate of the victims of the tragedy” (p. 67).

Numerous other risk communication scholars, in their review of the literature, have suggested various typologies or evolutions of the field. Rowan (1994) suggested that risk communication literature contains three kinds of work that could provide a foundation for future risk communication. These include a technical versus democratic research perspective, with comparing and contrasting a more organizational management perspective that tends to privilege scientific and technical information to persuade the lay public, in contrast with a more democratic perspective that are concerned more with matters of justice and fairness. The second perspective are phenomenological analyses of people’s everyday experience and notions of environmental risk, and the third perspective builds on broad philosophical principles for what constitutes good risk communication.

Fischhoff (1995) summarized the first 20 years of risk communication research into the developmental stages in risk management, moving through the various developmental stages characterized by the primary communication strategy: all we have to do is get the numbers right, all we have to do is tell them the numbers, all we have to do is explain what we mean by the numbers, all we have to do is show them they’ve accepted similar risks before, all we have to do is show them that it’s a good deal for them, all we have to do is treat them nice, all we have to do is make them partners, and finally, all we have to do is all of the above.

More recently, Krimsky (2007) suggested three stages to the evolution of risk communication. Stage one was a linear communication process of delivering messages to a potentially unrealistic and irrational lay audience. Stage two was founded on the scientific uncertainty, subjective and cultural aspects of risk, while the last stage is tied to post modernist and social constructionist views of risk.

Witte, Meyer and Martel (2000) noted that risk communication is most closely aligned with research focused on fear appeals as persuasive models, presenting a threat and then subsequently providing and describing a behavior that may alleviate the threat. Sandman’s (e.g., 1993) work on risk as a function of hazard (technical assessment) and outrage (cultural, personal view) has provided a framework and reference for much of the work in risk communication and health communication.

As one could easily argue from the variety of risk communication orientations and models and typologies that have developed over the past three-plus decades, there has been a tremendous and eclectic growth in risk communication research. Pidgeon, R. Kasperson and Slovic (2003) charged that despite substantial progress the risk perception and risk communication literature remain “seriously fragmented: between the psychometric paradigm and cultural theories of risk perception; between post-modernist and discourse-centered approaches and behavioral studies of risk; between economic/utility-maximization and economic-justice approaches; and between communications and empowerment strategies for risk communication” (p. 2).

McComas (2006), however, suggested that making a clear distinction between public health risk communication and environmental risk communication may be unnecessary, basing at least part of her opinion on research by Gurabardhi, Gutteling and Kuttschreuter (2004) that identified some of the most prolific researchers publishing in the area of environmental risk communication and also publishing in the journals on health risk communication. McComas (2006) review of a decade of research between 1996 and 2005 showed a growth of research in the areas of public reaction to health risks, including the continued study of risk perceptions and advances made to the affective dimensions of risk-related behaviors; research analyzing media’s influence on risk perceptions; developing health risk messages; and communicating health risk messages. She suggested that while a strength of risk communication is the interdisciplinary nature of the research, the knowledge is not centralized, that “risk communication research presently is characterized by many, sometimes overlapping, variable analytic studies but few integrative theoretical frameworks” (p. 85), noting exceptions such as social amplification of risk (R. Kasperson, Renn, Slovic, et al., 1988) and risk information seeking and processing model (Griffin, Dun woody, & Neuwirth, 1999).



Academic Risk Communication Research Centers

Along with the Society for Risk Analysis, which was mentioned earlier as a pivotal moment in the development of risk communication, numerous social science academic centers began to focus on the study of risk. Beginning in 1963 with the Disaster Research Center at the University of Delaware, through the development of the Center for Risk Analysis in 1989 at the Harvard School for Public Health, to one of the newest, the Center for Health and Risk Communications at the University of Georgia, these academic programs have focused on risk not only from a risk management perspective but also from social science and communication.

A review of major centers for risk research in the social sciences field developed by Golding (1992) outlined several important institutions. One of the first centers for risk research was the Disaster Research Center established in 1963 at Ohio State University and, in 1985, was moved to the University of Delaware, with a focus on group and organizational aspects of disaster. According to the Disaster Research Center (2002), it is the first social science research center in the world devoted to the study of disasters, conducts field and survey research on group, organizational and community preparation for, response to, and recovery from natural and technological disasters and other community-wide crises.

Other risk centers,3 with their founding dates, include: Center for Technology, Environment, and Development, George Perkins Marsh Institute, Clark University (1975); Decision Research, Eugene Oregon (1976); National Hazards Center, University of Colorado at Boulder (1976); Environment and Policy Institute, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii (1977); Institute for Risk Analysis, American University (1978): NRC, National Academies of Science (1979, originally established in 1916); Department of Engineering and Public Policy, Carnegie Mellon University (1970s); Institute for Safety and Systems Management, University of Southern California (1970s); Institute for Philosophy and Public Policy, University of Maryland (1980, originally established in 1976); Energy, Environment and Resources Center, University of Tennessee (1982, presently the Institute for a Secure and Sustainable Environment); Center for Environmental Management, Tufts University (1984); and the Risk Management and Decision Processes Center, Wharton, University of Pennsylvania (1985).

For example, Decision Research was founded in 1976 by Sarah Lichtenstein, Baruch Fischhoff, and Paul Slovic, all of whom were part of the Oregon Research Institute. Originally a branch of the consulting group Perceptronics, Decision Research became an independent non-profit group in 1986 (Golding, 1992) and is a non-profit research organization investigating human judgment and decision-making based on the premise that decisions should be guided by an understanding of how people think and how they value the potential outcomes—good and bad—of their decisions (Decision Research, 2007). Golding (1992) has suggested that “perhaps no other center has had a more profound influence on the nature of the risk debate. Slovic, Fischhoff, and Lichtenstein and their colleagues were largely responsible for developing the psychometric paradigm, which seeks to explain the discrepancy between public and expert perceptions of risk… This work on perceived risk has spawned several other themes that have dominated the field at different times, most notably the notion of acceptable risk and the more recent interest in risk communication” (p. 43).

Developed from some of the early centers for risk analysis, a growing interest in risk communication was responsible for the creation of the next generation of risk centers in the United States such as the Environment Communication Research Program at Rutgers University that was the Center for Environmental Communication (Golding, 1992), founded by Peter Sandman in 1986. Other next generation research centers for risk communication include but are not limited to: Carnegie Mellon University Engineering and Public Policy Program; Center for Health and Risk Communication, Department of Communication, George Mason University; Center for Health and Risk Communication, Department of Communication Arts and Sciences, Pennsylvania State University; Center for Law and Technology, Boston University; Center for Risk Communication, Division of Environmental Sciences, Columbia University; Center for Risk Communication, New York University; Center for Risk Management, Resources for the Future, Washington, D.C.; Center for Risk Management of Engineering Systems, University of Virginia; Center for Risk Perception and Communication, Carnegie Mellon University; Center for Risk Science and Communication, School of Public Health, University of Michigan; Center for Risk Communication Research, Department of Communication, University of Maryland; Centers for Public Health Education and Outreach, School of Public Health, University of Minnesota; Consortium for Risk Evaluation with Stakeholder Participation that includes Vanderbilt University, Howard University, New York University School of Law, Oregon State University, Robert Wood Johnson Medical School, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, University of Arizona, University of Pittsburgh; Duke University Center for Environmental Solutions and Nicholas School of the Environment and Earth Sciences: Harvard Center for Risk Analysis, Harvard School of Public Health, Harvard University; Health and Risk Communication Center, College of Communication Arts and Sciences, Michigan State University; Johns Hopkins University School of Public Health Risk Sciences and Public Policy Institute; University of Maryland, Food Safety Risk Analysis and Center for Risk Communication: University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Institute for the Environment; University of Washington, Institute for Risk Analysis & Risk Communication; Vanderbilt Institute for Environmental Risk and Resource Management as well as the Center for Environmental Management Studies, both at Vanderbilt University; Western Institute for Social and Organizational Resources, Department of Psychology, Western Washington University; and Yale Center for Public Health Preparedness, Yale School of Public Health, Yale University.




Rapid Growth of Crisis Communication

Perrow’s (1984) research suggested that serious accidents are inevitable no matter how hard organizations try to avoid them, especially those related to hazardous systems such as commercial airlines, nuclear power plants, shipping and transportation, and the petrochemical industry. From the genome project to the International Space Station, organizations are increasingly operating in a complex and intimately linked society. According to Lerbinger (1997), “The incidence and severity of crisis is rising with the complexity of technology and society. Fewer crises remain unpublicized as the number of society’s watchdogs increases” (p. 16). Overall, the increasing media coverage of hazardous incidents and related risks (Lichtenberg & MacLean, 1991) has increased the prominence of crisis management.

From an American perspective, crisis communication was originally applied to political situations, following the Cuban missile conflict in the early 1960s, using a series of hypothetical situations with strategic applications measuring the cost and or benefits of preventing crises. When Tylenol capsules were replaced with cyanide capsules in the 1980s, it sparked the beginning of research in organizational crisis communication. The Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989 furthered this practice by lending validity to corporate crisis communication and helping to serve as the foundation for wide-spread research in the 1990s (Fishman, 1999). For the environmental community, the 1962 release of Rachael Carson’s Silent Spring was an iconic publishing event that alerted scientific, emerging environmentalists and the general public to the prospect that chemicals and nature were on a collision course, making people think about the environment in a way they had never done before (Smith, 2001).

Probably more than any other incident and federal response to a crisis, the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States spurred the creation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)4 and put crisis management and communication to the front of the line for federal government resources and research dollars. Based on the Homeland Security Act of 2002, the new department was tasked with providing federal assistance to state and local governments who responded to natural or accidental disastrous events. The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the department that coordinates all federal assistance to natural and non-natural crisis events, became the central component of the DHS. The new department was charged with the development of an all-hazards approach to crisis response (Abbott & Hetzel, 2005).

Large, eclectic arrays of federal agencies play a role in risk and crisis communication in the United States. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is the lead federal agency for protecting the health and safety of people and providing credible information to enhance health decisions. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), on the other hand, has final authority over the release of information about an incident related to terrorism and bioterrorism. The Department of Justice, along with the FBI, have principle objectives to ensure that health information be promptly and accurately provided during a terrorist or suspected terrorist incident.

Other federal agencies that are involved with crisis communication include the Central Intelligence Agency; Department of Agriculture; Department of Defense; Department of Energy; Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), including the National Institutes of Health; DHS, which oversees many of these other agencies; Department of Interior; Department of Justice’s Office for Domestic Preparedness; Department of Labor, and specifically the Occupational Safety and Health Administration; Department of State; Department of Transportation, including their Federal Aviation Administration and Federal Railroad Administration; Department of Treasury; Environmental Protection Agency, including the Chemical Emergency Preparedness and Prevention Office; Federal Emergency Management Agency; National Domestic Preparedness Office; Nuclear Regulatory Commission; and the Transportation Security Administration, which is a new federal agency developed in 2001 in response to 9/11 to protect the nations various transportation systems.

Within each of these agencies are numerous organizations that have various roles in risk and crisis management and communication. For example, the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, part of DHS, provides health information to prevent harmful exposures and diseases related to toxic substances. The Joint Information Center (JIC) was established by the federal agency that is leading the risk and crisis response, under the operational control of the FBI or FEMA public information officer, as the coordinated point for information to the public and media about the federal response to an emergency. The JIC is a physical location where public affairs professionals from agencies and organizations involved in incident management work together to provide emergency information, crisis communications and public affairs support (DHS, 2007b). Many other parts of the federal government also play a role in risk and crisis communication management and research, including federal labs such as the Environmental Science Division at the Argonne National Laboratory, the Center for Advanced Modeling and Simulation at the Idaho National Laboratory, and the Risk Assessment Information System at Oak Ridge National Laboratory.

A central component of the preparedness efforts include specific, detailed plans such as the National Response Plan, which was developed in 2004 and is the core plan for national incident management and provides guidelines, coordination and stability for the federal government’s role in emergency events (Abbott & Hetzel, 2005). According to the National Information Management System, an element of the National Response Plan, all emergency preparedness units must ensure their communication process comply with the interoperable communication standards and guidelines (Abbott & Hetzel, 2005). Similarly, the Public Affairs Support Annex (2007) is responsible for forming the message content, which addresses the facts, health risks, pre-crisis and post-crisis preparedness recommendations and any other appropriate warning information. Additionally, Emergency Support Function 15, External Affairs Annex (DHS, 2007b), ensures that “sufficient Federal assets are deployed to the field during incidents requiring a coordinated, timely Federal response to provide accurate, coordinated, and timely information to affected audiences” (p. 1).

Within the National Response Plan are emergency support functions (ESF), including two focused on communication. ESF #2 is entitled “Communications,” which is responsible for the coordination with the telecommunications industry; restoration, repair and temporary provisioning of communications infrastructure; and the protection, restoration and sustainment of national cyber and information technology resources. ESF #15, entitled “External Affairs.” addresses emergency public information and protective action guidance, media and community relations, congressional and international affairs, and tribal and insular affairs (DHS, 2004).

The DHS (2007a) released during the fall 2007 the National Response Framework, successor to the National Response Plan. This plan focuses on response and short-term recovery, articulates the doctrine, principles and architecture by which our nation prepares for and responds to all-hazard disasters across all levels of government and all sectors of communities. The Framework is responsive to repeated federal, state and local requests for a streamlined document that is shorter, less bureaucratic and more user-friendly (DHS, 2004).

Of special interest for risk and crisis communicators is the advent of the Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001 (PATRIOT Act). The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, led to heavy reassessments of whether information about potential targets for terrorists should be disclosed in any way. Babcock (2007) affirmed that that the events of 9/11 brought into “sharp focus” the clash between safety and other values like the right to healthy environment. With the introduction of the USA Patriot Act in October 2001 and the Critical Infrastructure Information Act of 2002 many corporations used the excuse of protecting sensitive targets from terrorist attacks to stop providing information about hazardous materials to communities under the EPCRA (Cheroukas, 2007). Babcock (2007) described how the Patriot Act undermined many provisions of FOIA and EPCRA, among many other environmental laws, about right to know and access to information.


Evolution of Crisis Communication Research

Similar to the concept of risk, defining the term “crisis” is a challenge. Lerbinger (1997) defined a crisis as “an event that brings, or has the potential for bringing, an organization into disrepute and imperils its future profitability, growth, and possibly, its very survival” (p. 4), while noting three classes of crises—of the physical world, of the human climate, and of management failure. Coombs (1999) included technical breakdowns in his typology of crisis types.

Fearn-Banks (2001) incorporated threat in her latter definition of crisis when she defined it as a”major occurrence with a potentially negative outcome affecting an organization as well as its publics, services, products, and/or good name. It interrupts normal business transactions and can, at its worst, threaten the existence of the organization” (p. 480). Similarly, Pearson and Clair (1998) addressed the frequency and impact of the event as they defined a crisis as “a low-probability, high-impact event that threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well as by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly” (p. 60). Coombs (2007) synthesized common traits others have used to define and describe a crisis including that a crisis is perceptual, unpredictable but not unexpected, violates expectations of stake-holders about how organizations should act, serious impact, potential to create negative or undesirable outcomes, and finally environmental damage as an outcome of the accident.

Crisis is often recognized in the literature to be a perception of events rather than the events themselves; what constitutes a crisis differs from person to person (Aguilera, 1998; Janosik, 1994; Penrose, 2000). Penrose (2000) suggested that the perception of crisis can ultimately affect the outcome of the crisis. He noted that although most perceive crises as bad; when viewed as an opportunity it may have significant implications. Such implications may include the emergence of new leaders and an accelerated change in business processes (2000). Other literature supports this idea that crises have the potential to produce opportunities (e.g., Brock, Sandoval, & Lewis, 2001).

A clear, denotative definition of crisis may be easier to come by than the connotative meanings held by researchers, journalists and other stakeholders. According to Fishman (1999), the term “crisis” is field or context dependent; “one individual’s crisis may be another’s incident…with no attempt to delineate the scope or severity of a given problem” (p. 347).

Much of the early research on crisis communication developed from the speech communication field, such as the seminal article in the Quarterly Journal of Speech Quarterly Journal of Speech by Ware and Linkugel (1973), who were one of the first to examine crisis response strategies as communication used to defend one’s reputation from public attack. Their article demonstrated the focus of speech communication scholars on communication coming from an individual or organization that is faced with a crisis; typically descriptive.

Much of this early research, especially by rhetoricians, focused on persuasion when communicating in the aftermath of a personal or organizational crisis. According to Heath and Millar (2004), when applying rhetoric to crisis, one must move past simply defining crisis by its potential to create damage or actual damage inflicted on an organization or its possible effects on stakeholder relationships and organizational reputation. As such, a rhetorical approach to crisis communication places focus on the responsibility, severity, and duration of a crisis while acknowledging each is questionable.

Heath (2004) suggested that “a crisis event constitutes a rhetorical exigency that requires one or more responsible parties to enact control in the face of uncertainty in an effort to win key public’s confidence and meet their ethical standards” and “it challenges the ability of the organization to enact the narrative of continuity through constructive change to control the organization’s destiny” (p. 167). He added that when a narrative rationale is applied to crisis situations, crisis communicators and managers are able to systematically apply cultural and rhetorical narratives in order to assist in their planning and management. As a result, they are better prepared to predict possible organizational threats and to suggest ways to control them.

Other communication and public relations scholars have focused much more on the organizational perspective of the crisis. Dionisopolous and Vibbert (1988) extended Ware and Linkugel’s (1973) examination to the use of apologia to defend reputations. In the event that an organization’s image cannot be protected from crisis, Benoit (1997) provided an argument for using image restoration theory as an attempt to repair it. He focused on message options, or what an organization can say when faced with a reputational crisis. The image repair line of research, builds upon apologia, includes five primary aspects of image restoration: denials as a course of action, evading responsibility, reduce the perceived offensiveness of that act, corrective action, and finally mortification.

When crisis is assessed from an organizational perspective one of the primary goals is to decrease damage inflicted by the crisis. Seeger, Sellnow and Ulmer’s (1998) work is comprised of several phases including a pre-crisis stage, before the crisis actually begins; an acute crisis stage, immediately following a dramatic event; and a post-crisis stage, when an organization must respond to the crisis.

Coombs (2007) has argued that apologia offered a limited number of crisis response strategies and developed the situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) as part of a growing body of research built from attribution theory to crisis management (e.g., Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, & Unnava, 2000; Coombs, 2007; Dean, 2004). Coombs (1998) symbolic approach perspective emphasizes how communication can be used as a symbolic resource to protect the organization’s image. Crisis communication provides attributes of responsibility, and in turn these attributes shape how a stakeholder feels and behaves toward an organization. According to Coombs (2007), “SCCT utilizes attribution theory to evaluate the reputation threat posed by the crisis situation and then recommends crisis response strategies based upon the reputational threat level” (p. 138). SCCT’s 11 major crisis response strategies are centered around four major postures: denial (attacking the accuser, denial, scapegoating), diminishing (excusing, justification), rebuilding (compensation, apology), and bolstering (reminding, ingratiation, victimage). Three factors used by SCCT to evaluate reputational threat include crisis type, crisis history and prior reputation.

According to Wan and Pfau (2004), both Coombs (1998) and Benoit’s (1997) approaches center on post-crisis communication skills that are helpful for organizations after crises have occurred. However, the need for proactive strategy focusing on the prevention of crisis in the first place is stated as their ideal orientation to crisis communication. Their results revealed that “inoculation, as well as the traditional bolstering approach, work to protect people’s attitude slippage when encountering a negative occurrence” (p. 324). Their recommendation is to be well prepared in advance for organizations that have maintained positive images (and no prior crises) to consider both supportive and inoculation approaches into their crisis communication plans.

In a review of crisis management literature, Coombs (2007) identified three influential approaches to crisis management that has guided a preponderance of the literature. These three are Fink’s (1986) four-stage model, Mitroff’s (1994) five-stage model, and a general three-stage model that has no identifiable creator but has been used by numerous researchers as a meta-model.

Fink’s (1986) four-stage model is one of the earliest models based on stages in the crisis life cycle, including: (1) prodromal stage that hints that a potential crisis is emerging, (2) acute triggering crisis event stage, (3) chronic stage based on the lingering effects of the crisis event, and (4) resolution stage. Mitroff (1994) suggested five crisis management stages, including signal detection, probing and prevention, damage containment, recovery, and learning and evaluation.

Meyers (1986) suggested three categories of crisis—pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis—each of which is influenced by crisis elements such as surprise, threat, and available response time. Similar to Fink’s prodromal phase, Meyer’s pre-crisis phase includes perceiving signs of the crisis. The second stage, crisis, includes the actual crisis event. Recovery from the crisis and assessment of crisis activities take place during the post-crisis phase.

Mitroff (1994) went a step further by addressing what steps should be taken during each phase in a crisis. He divided crisis management into five stages: signal detection, when an organization detects new crisis by identifying and acting to prevent it; probing and prevention, working to reduce the potential for harm; damage containment, attempt to prevent the spread of a crisis once it has occurred; recovery, attempting to return to normal business operations; and learning, evaluating crisis response and use of information gained to improve future plans. Mitroff organized crises responses, placing primary emphasis on containing the effects of the crisis, based upon the best preventive actions for each phase.

Within the organizational perspective lies a large area of research dominated by the development and analysis of crisis communication plans. Much of the traditional crisis management literature descriptively highlights the value of developing, implementing and maintaining a crisis management plan (Penrose, 2000). Crisis management plans are advocated to guide organizations during times of crisis. The crisis management plan (CMP) or crisis communication plan (CCP) are both considered primary tools of the field, to prepare for or follow when a crisis occurs. Fearn-Banks (1996) described a CCP as “providing a functionally collective brain for all persons involved in a crisis, persons who may not operate at normal capacity due to the shock or emotions or the crisis event” (p. 7).

A common theme among crisis communication literature is the need for a crisis management plan (Quarantelli, 1988), including clear, tested, crisis communication. Penrose (2000) posited the four most common elements of a crisis plan include: the plan, the management team, communication and post-crisis evaluation. However, an unlimited amount and variety of crisis situations make a specific or paradigmatic guiding principle of crisis management nearly impossible (Burnett, 1998). Several problems persist in the development of these manuals, including providing a false sense of security, rarely a living document that is updated, lack of a temporal context and filled with irrelevant information (Pearson, Clair, Misra, & Mitroff, 1997). Ostrow (1991) presented a negative side of crisis planning as he claimed that as organization prepare for crisis they begin to “assume that crises will evolve to defined scenarios” (p. 24).

Marra (2004) also found crisis plan shortcomings when he questioned the usefulness of simply creating instructions, suggestions, and checklists. He claimed the value of crisis communication plans may be overrated as organizations with comprehensive plans often manage crises poorly while those with no plan often manage crises well. Marra argued this is a result of crisis communication research primarily focusing in the technical aspect of managing crisis.

The organizational perspective, though dominate, is not the only crisis communication perspective. Martin and Boynton (2005) pointed out that now the focus of crisis communication has shifted from the organization to those with an interest in the organization, reflecting stakeholder theory literature. At the core of stakeholder theory is that stakeholders are affected by corporations and other organizations, but also that these organizations are affected by stakeholders (2005).

Other researchers have moved away from quantitative, categorized, prediction-oriented research in their study of crisis communication. For example, Streifel, Beebe, Veil, and Sellnow (2006) looked at ethical aspects of crisis communication decision-making from a social constructivist perspective. Tyler (2005) suggested that crisis communication should be explored from a postmodern perspective. She used postmodern theory to criticize the emphasis on current research on crisis plans and regaining order and control. Tyler wrote that instead of focusing on the impossibility of crisis control and protecting those in power, crisis communication should be used to alleviate stakeholder suffering—that the voices of management should not be the only one heard and that postmodern perspectives to crisis communication are a more humane way to communicate.

There have been a few research streams related to postmodernism and crisis communication. However, numerous elements of postmodern research are starting to be discussed in relationship to risk and crisis communication, including but not limited to concepts such as resistance to positivism and certainty, realization of chaos, resistance to meta-narratives, and differences in power disparities in relationships. For example, chaos theory looks at the underlying reasons for a system to appear to be in a chaotic state. According to Sellnow, Seeger, and Ulmer (2002), “chaos theory may elucidate how communicators characterize the behavior of such systems in their descriptions and predictions of outcomes. It may also point to the ways in which communication processes relate to systems moving in and out of chaos and order” (p. 269).

Lee (2005) suggested several challenges in current crisis communication research and writings, including: lack of a shared definition, conceptual framework not yet developed, audience-orientation not been addressed, current case studies lack contextualization, and that most of the research is from a Western-based perspective. Shrivastava (1993) and Coombs (2007) expressed similar concerns that the cross-disciplinary nature of organizational crises has contributed to the lack of integration in crisis communication research, a similar complaint of the risk communication literature.



Academic Crisis Communication Research Centers

Similar to risk communication but not as well developed, numerous crisis communication research centers located at or in coordination with American universities are guiding crisis communication research. For example, one of the newest research centers, as of August 2007, that has a crisis communication component is the George Mason University’s new Center of Excellence in Climate Change Communication Research, the nation’s first research center devoted exclusively to addressing the communication challenges associated with global climate change.

One relatively new center in crisis communication is The National Center for Food Protection and Defense (NCFPD, 2006) was officially launched as a Homeland Security Center of Excellence in July 2004. Developed as a multidisciplinary and action-oriented research consortium, NCFPD addresses the vulnerability of the nation’s food system to attack through intentional contamination with biological or chemical agents. NCFPD’s research program is organized thematically into three primary areas—systems (supply chain, public health response, economic analysis, and security), agents (detection, inactivation, and decontamination), and training (risk communication and education). Preparedness is a major component of the training theme, with an emphasis on precrisis communication planning, message development, communication with under-represented populations, media relations, and risk communicator training for a variety of audiences, including subject matter experts, government officials, food industry representatives, and extension educators. The Risk Crisis Communication Project History, which began at North Dakota State University in 2000 and now has a satellite campus at the University of Kentucky, is part of this effort and seeks to unify a series of research opportunities to develop best practices in risk and crisis communication.

The Oak Ridge Institute for Science and Education helps prepare the emergency response assets of the U.S. Department of Energy and other federal and state agencies by managing and conducting programs, studies, research, exercises, and training in the response to incidents involving weapons of mass destruction and improvised explosive devices, the readiness of our nation’s security assets, and emergency preparedness and response.

Using technology, the Food Safety Information Center (FSIC) develops solutions that disseminate information on a variety of food safety topics to educators, industry, researchers and the general public.. The center was established at the USDA’s National Agricultural Library in 2003 to efficiently use library resources, develop stronger collaborations among the library’s food safety programs, and ultimately deliver the best possible services to the food safety community.

Drawing on the research capacity in each of New York University’s 14 schools, the Center for Catastrophe Preparedness and Response facilitates research projects that address issues ranging from medical capacity during crises, to legal issues relating to security, to first-responder trauma response, to state-of-the-art training for first-responders. At the academic association level, the National Communication Association’s Risk and Crisis Communication Working Group recently conducted two crisis and risk preconferences that explored the common research elements among crisis, risk, and health communication and identified common research areas to advance a strategic research agenda.




Common Elements of Risk and Crisis Communication

There are an eclectic range of common intersections to risk and crisis, and risk and crisis communication. Both risk and crisis have to the potential to disrupt your organization’s survival, and more importantly the health, safety and environment of stakeholders. No individual, community or organization, whether private, public, nongovernmental or informal is immune from risk or crisis. Not intrinsically negative elements of society, both risk or crisis offer opportunities for learning, developing and improving. Failure in a risk or crisis situation tends to make the organization weaker to address future risk or crisis events, and damages organization reputation.

From a research standpoint, both fields have evolved from a linear progression of communication to a more interactive, dialogic perspective that takes into account the social construction of risk and crisis. Both fields include researchers from a wide variety of disciplines, which has led to often fragmented research streams.

Risk and crisis communication both deal and address intentional as well as unintentional risks or crises. Reviewing, Ulmer, Sellnow, and Seeger’s (2007) list of types of crises include terrorism, sabotage, workplace violence, poor employee relationships, poor risk management, hostile takeovers, unethical leadership, natural disasters, disease outbreak, unforeseeable technical interactions, product failure and downturns in the economy, all of which are studied within the rubrics of risk and crisis communication.

Seeger (2005) created a best practices in risk and crisis communication typology, including: risk and crisis communication is an ongoing process, conduct pre-event planning, foster partnerships with publics, collaborate and coordinate with credible sources, good media relations, including meeting the needs of media and remaining accessible, listen to publics’ concerns and understand audiences, communicate with compassion, concern and empathy, demonstrate honesty, candor and openness, accept uncertainty and ambiguity, and provide messages that foster self-efficacy.

Sandman (2006) saw crisis communication as a part of three distinct risk communication customs. He described these three areas as: precautionary management—warning people who are insufficiently concerned about a serious risk; outrage management—reassuring people who are excessively concerned about a small risk; and crisis communication—helping and guiding people who are appropriately concerned about a serious risk.

Within health communication researchers and practitioners, severe public health concerns are often discussed and framed as risk communication (e.g., Covello, 1992; Witte, Meyer, & Martel, 2000). At the same time, these similar risks are viewed as crisis communication from an organization perspective (e.g., Barton, 2001; Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 1998, 2003).

Reynolds and Seeger (2005), while focusing on the numerous differences, also acknowledged that risk and crisis communication have much in common and intersect at multiple points. These include: production of messages designed to create specific responses by the public, messages are largely mediated through mass communication channels, rely on credibility as a fundamental element of persuasion, and both share a fundamental purpose of seeking to mitigate and reduce harm to public health and safety. Both forms of communication involve the production of public messages designed to create specific responses by the public (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). Lundgren (1994) suggested that crisis communication is a more limited form of risk communication, suggesting that risk communication is the larger communication paradigm and that crisis communication is part of or a more limited form of risk communication.


Merged Definitions

Recently efforts have been made to combine risk and crisis communication into an area of research and practice defined as crisis and emergency risk communication (Reynolds, 2002). According to Reynolds (2002) in conjunction with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), crisis and emergency risk communication merge the urgency of disaster communication with the necessity to communicate risks and benefits to stakeholders and the public, especially in response to an era of global health threats. “Crisis and emergency risk communication is the effort by experts to provide information to allow an individual, stakeholder, or an entire community to make the best possible decisions about their well-being within nearly impossible time constraints and help people ultimately to accept the imperfect nature of choices during the crisis” (p. 6). According to the authors, this type of communication differs from risk communication because of the narrow time constraint, decisions may be irreversible, decision outcomes are uncertain and often made with incomplete or imperfect information, while this type of communication differs from crisis communication because the communicator is not perceived as a participant in the crisis or disaster except as an agent to resolve the situation.

According to Reynold’s (2002) work, within this framework risk communication is seen within the developmental stages of a crisis. This combination of perspectives is demonstrated in their crisis and emergency risk communication model in five stages: pre-crisis (risk messages, warnings, preparations), initial event (uncertainty reduction, self-efficacy, reassurance), maintenance (ongoing uncertainty reduction, self-efficacy; reassurance), resolution (updates regarding resolution, discussions about cause and new risks/new understandings of risk), and evaluation (discussions of adequacy of response; consensus about lessons and new understandings of risks).

Environmental risk communication is another perspective and definition that has gained attention in recent years. According to Lindell and Perry (2004), environmental risk communication as an accurate term to describe risk communication related to technological risks of hazardous facilities and transportation, as well as natural hazards. Abkowitz (2002) described environmental risk as manmade or natural incidents or trends that have the potential to harm human health and ecosystems, including physical assets of organizations or the economy in a broader scale, and suggested that environmental risk communication addresses such incidents or trends in two distinct categories, which are events that might occur in the future where prevention is the focus and emergency situations that require immediate notification and deployment of mitigation and other response actions.

Oepen (2000) defined environmental communication as the “planned and strategic use of communication processes and media products to support effective policy-making, public participation and project implementation geared towards environmental sustainability” (p. 41). According to Oepen, then, to influence the policy-making process is constitutive of environmental communication, as much as to guarantee the implementation of projects that envision the protection of the natural environment through public participation.

Oepen (2000) saw the role of environmental communication as an educative and engaging social interaction process that enables people to “understand key environmental factors and their interdependencies, and to act upon related problems in a competent way” (p. 41). Hence, environmental communication is not only—not even mainly—a tool for disseminating information, but a process that aims at producing “a shared vision of a sustainable future and at capacity-building in social groups to solve or prevent environmental problems” (p. 41).

For Cox (2006), a well-informed public is fundamental for good governance and environmental communication is the right tool for the job for “[i]t educates, alerts, persuades, mobilizes, and helps us to solve environmental problems” (p. 12). Moreover, according to him, it also “helps to compose representations of nature and environmental problems as subjects for our understanding” (p. 12).




Conclusion

Epictetus (1983), the Greek Stoic philosopher, suggested that people are disturbed not by the things themselves but by the view they take of them. As such, risks are embedded within and shaped by social relations and the continual tacit negotiation of our social identities (Wynne, 1992). Such an orientation toward risk and crisis communication adds value to society by increasing organizations’ sensitivities regarding how stakeholders create and manage interpretative frames related to issues that define, affect, and ultimately support or oppose organizational activities, such as supporting or imposing limits on business activities that can either be beneficial or harmful.

As this chapter has demonstrated through the intertwined developments and rapid expansion of both fields, two unfailing philosophies that should guide risk and crisis communication have developed, whether located in the academy, private practice, governmental agencies or nongovernmental organizations, is that that better managed risks and crises are likely to result in less financial and social capital damage, and that risk and crisis generating organizations are required, by regulation, law or community standards, to demonstrate how and why they are responsible for events that can harm themselves, their employees and the interests of humans. Underlying these two concepts and running at the core of risk and crisis communication research and practice is that a crisis can be defined as risk manifested (Heath, 2006). When a risk is manifested, such as a hurricane (e.g., Katrina and Rita in 2005), it is likely to create a crisis and lead to the creation of multiple issues that must be addressed or the continuation of the risk cycle would result.

At the core of a decade of lessons learned from developing and analyzing risk communication campaigns, Palenchar and Heath (2007) argued that each organization should strive to be moral and to communicate to satisfy the interests of key markets, audiences and publics that strive to manage personal and public resources, make personal and sociopolitical decisions, and form strong and beneficial relationships. A good organization can and should utilize risk communication and crisis communication to empower relevant publics by helping them to develop and use emergency responses that can mitigate the severe outcomes of a risk event.



Notes


	1. Arguments over what really happened in Bhopal more than 20 years ago continue. The exact injury and death toll remains under debate, with some estimates reaching more than 20,000 people killed and multi-systemic injuries to over 500,000 people (The International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal, n.d.). Some consider this the world’s worst industrial accident (Greenpeace International n.d.).

	2. Additional U.S. federal acts and regulations will be discussed in more detail in later sections of this chapter.

	3. Most of these centers include risk communication research projects. Most of the list is developed from Golding’s (1992) thorough review of risk centers, including their founding date; most though not all centers are still active though a few have changed their name and the new name is noted.

	4. There are numerous other federal agencies involved in crisis communication, such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.
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Cultural theory was first applied to risk and environmental problems in the early seventies, although it builds on a lineage that can be traced back over a century through the work of Mary Douglas and Edward Evans-Pritchard to the work of Emile Durkheim. By focusing on the inherently political character of risk controversies, it offers an approach to the interpretation of risk issues that contrasts starkly with atomistic economic, engineering and psychometric approaches. While many have come to know the theory through the grid-group typology of institutional forms, we spend the first part of this chapter describing the broader theoretical foundations of the theory. This context is essential to the correct interpretation of the typology. In the second part of the chapter, we describe the typology in more detail and show both how it can be used as a descriptive tool to predict patterns of risk and policy responses associated with specific institutional forms.

The typology itself is a heuristic device that describes four archetypal cultures or as they are now often called, solidarities, and was developed from a wide range of sociological and anthropological studies. It can only be properly understood in the context of the wider theory from which it is derived and with the caveats that were originally attached to it. Over the last decade it has been taken out of this context in a number of studies and commentaries, most recently Boholm (1996), Rosa, (1998), Sjöberg, (1997), Sjöberg, (1998)1 and has been distorted beyond recognition. The first purpose of this chapter is to set the record straight by setting out a brief sketch of the much broader body of literature from which Douglas’ expeditions into the field of risk were mounted. The typology is presented in the second half of this chapter in the context of this wider literature. But it is not enough to show that cultural theory has been misunderstood. It is crucial to show how and where this approach remains relevant to current risk research, relative to the recognised clusters of risk theories.

In the third section of the chapter, we discuss some of the contemporary applications of cultural theory to issues of trust, pluralism, democratization and risks associated with new and emerging technologies.

The disjunctures between social theories of risk (Krimsky & Golding, 1992; Renn, 1998) reflect both ontological differences (addressed here) and epistemological differences. The ontological differences are most apparent, and typically one can distinguish between two approaches. One is agent-centered and derived from rational utility approaches that focus on the capacity of individuals to conduct a complex calculus of costs and benefits, under the unconscious influence of pervasive heuristics such as ‘dread’ and ‘familiarity’. In order to compare risks systematically across all the areas in which society might intervene in matters of life and death, the first school needs a model of individual rationality that is fixed and invariant. This is necessary in order to make the social production of safety subject to traditional scientific methods and standards. Socio-cultural approaches emphasize that social institutions exert a deterministic influence both on the perception of risks and on social action. Socio-cultural approaches recognise that societies cannot function with the mechanical efficiency of a well-oiled machine, producing outcomes that systematically identify, characterize and reduce the hazards to which the population is exposed. Moreover, as we show below, risk issues are inextricably linked to the never-ending conflict over the legitimacy of power relations in society.

In seeking to demonstrate the relevance of Douglas’ work, it is worth considering the popular risk amplification framework. This framework suggests that social institutions alter the risk signal and amplify or attenuate the perception of dangers. This general macroscopic framework tells us what happens but not why. The untapped value of cultural theory is that it contains a thoroughly institutional theory of social action, which could be employed to populate and explore this framework. While many cultural accounts either leave culture unexplained, or reduce the individual to the status of automaton, Douglas’ political sociology starts from the assumption that collective social action is hard to generate and sustain and that struggles over the legitimacy of power and authority are constant. Change, in this analysis is easier to account for than stability.


Neo-Durkheimian Explanation

Cultural theory finds it origins in the work of Durkheim (1995) and Fleck (1935) but has been modified over the past century by a number of contributors, most notably Evan-Pritchard (1937). Durkheim’s contribution to social theory was to argue that the values and beliefs that individuals hold must be interpreted in the social context in which they are actively employed, since he considered that culture exerts a strong or mechanical influence over cognition. Giddens (1984) described the functional form of explanation that emerged from Durkheim’s work as distinctly different from Cartesian explanations where subject and object are separated. In place of a linear causal model that is the result of giving either agency or structure deterministic qualities, functional explanations identify feedback loops in order to account for the unintentional production and maintenance of social institutions. Douglas continued this functionalist tradition by exploring the beliefs of individuals in a particular social context relative to how they act. What matters is not what people believe, but what they do with those beliefs. At the heart of her work is a dual concept of culture as classification and contention (Pardon, 1999); the remainder of this section is organized around these inseparable themes.

Pursuing Durkheim’s interest in the social factors controlling cognition, Douglas focused on the social institutions that produce the classifications deployed in the most fundamental of human activities: that of sense making. Social classifications impose order on the complex and unpredictable flux of human experience and enable collective social action. Douglas’ theory focuses on the importance of ritual action in this process of sense making and hence argues that:


As a social animal, man is a ritual animal. If ritual is suppressed in one form it crops up in others… Without the letters of condolence, telegrams of congratulations and even occasional postcards, the friendship of a separated friend is not a social reality. It has no existence without the rites of friendship. Social rituals create a reality, which would be nothing without them. It is not too much to say that ritual is more to society than words are to thought. (Douglas, 1984, p. 63)



The implications of the social construction of reality debate have preoccupied scientists for many years. In the Durkheimian tradition, institutions supply the metaphors and analogies of which mental models are constructed:


All knowledge and everything we talk about is collectively constructed. Language is no private invention. Words are a collective product, and so are meanings. There could not be risks, illnesses, dangers, or any reality, knowledge of which is not constructed. It might be better if the word “social construal” were used instead of “construction”, because all evidence has to be construed. (Douglas, 1997, p. 123)



Durkheim’s approach sometimes suggests that society is the individual mind writ large. This aspect of his work has been criticized for its mechanical determinism, since it implies that social institutions map exactly on patterns of cognition (Douglas, 1986, p. 6, 1999). Boholm (1996) wrongly accused cultural theory of the same error even though Douglas described culture as dynamic, “an ongoing, never resolved argument about the rightness of choices” (Douglas, 1992, p. 260). Individuals constantly and actively question social classifications and the patterns of authority they represent, indeed the functional role of this process is to ensure that power is legitimated (c.f. Beetham, 1991).

The notion of determinism is misleading and should be replaced with the term “constraint.” Institutions constrain what will be taken seriously in a given context and define the conditions under which a statement will be taken seriously and treated with felicity (Haugaard, 1997). No amount of structural determinism prevents us from saying the words “Cats are a sign of good luck,” but it will not be met with felicity in a biology class. The same is true at the level of formal social institutions: “individuals negotiating their way through the organizational constraints of actively interpreting, challenging, accepting, and recreating their social environment are limited to a style of discourse consistent with the constitutive premises of that environment” (Rayner, 1992, p. 90). There is nothing to prevent an individual making any statement they choose, but it will only have the power of an utterance if it meets with felicity (Foucault, 1980; Haugaard, 1997). More importantly, there is nothing to prevent an individual from acting in a way that may be deemed inappropriate, but institutions structure the availability of social and economic incentives. As will become clearer below, pollution and taboos are deployed when other incentives are not available and dangers are mobilized to defend moral norms.

Social construal implies the selection of some social facts for special emphasis and some for avoidance. For instance, Douglas (1986, pp. 81–90) suggested that the professional academe of psychology has consistently ignored the effect of sociality on cognition because it is organized around the emancipatory goal of individual liberation from conventions and socialization processes. The notion that cognitive heuristics have social origins is antithetical to the central axiom of the discipline and claims to the contrary are treated with infelicity. The power of the functional form of explanation is that values and beliefs that have power in society are inseparable from the institutions that sustain them—the same institutions that mobilize the benefits of collective action. Hence, Douglas instructed us to treat the processes of classification and contention as inseparable, since the dominant concern in any social context is how to organize together in society.

Focusing on culture as contention, Douglas argued that since individuals are conscious agents, they are aware of the demands being made on them by others that share the same institutional context. The consequence is that that power and authority are always precariously held and are constantly sensitive to change. The essential message of her brand of functionalism is that there is a constant irreconcilable tension between individual agency and power. Douglas (1986) made an elegant case for functional explanations in social science, indicating that it is not functionalism per se that is problematic but bad functionalism. The challenge is to describe the rational foundations for collective action without resorting to a number of alternatives for explaining social solidarity that are considered unsatisfactory. Douglas discounted various forms of social glue that provide essentialist or purely intentional explanations for social solidarity. For instance, Olson (1965) described two special cases where collective action may emerge from latent groups: smallness of scale (individuals are tightly bound by conditions of mutual reciprocation and trust) or coercion (individuals have no choice). Both can be discounted since there are numerous examples in the anthropological literature where either smallness of scale fails to result in collective action or where collective action is evident despite the absence of coercion. The social glue Durkheim employed to explain the strength of mechanical solidarity in pre-modern societies was the emotion produced by religion but as Douglas pointed out, “Religion does not explain, religion has to be explained” (Douglas, 1986, p. 36). Finally, forms of explanation that suggest that collective action is catalyzed by psychological needs for emotional security, acceptance and recursiveness are discounted. This precludes Giddens’ argument that social institutions are stabilized by the essential need for “ontological security.” Such psychic explanations may explain some effects some of the time, but are insufficiently robust, representing society as conservative and social structures as the product of human emotional fragility.

The feedback loops that maintain institutions in a functional explanation are the unintended consequences of behavioral effects. Elster (1983) set out the logical steps and conditions for a robust functional explanation and suggests that they would almost never be fulfilled. In contrast, Douglas focused on latent groups to demonstrate that a functional explanation is viable even where there are limited individual benefits available as incentives to collective action. The critical variable is the ratio between the cost of membership and the benefits of collective action. Where the ratio is low, this creates an underlying tendency towards fission, since each individual has the threat of withdrawal on hand where the demands of the group become cumbersome. The unintended effect is that only a weak form of leadership can emerge, since individuals are highly cognizant of demands upon them. Secondly, individuals protect their commitment to the group by insisting on equality and full participation. While the intention behind this behavioral effect is to prevent free riding, the unintended consequence is to create a stable boundary around the group defining those classified as insiders and those classified as outsiders. Finally, in the absence of strong consensus for formulating rules or for punishing deviance, mutual accusations of betrayal are the only strategy for ensuring mutual accountability. The model that Douglas and Wildavsky (1983) present fills in the logical steps that were missing in the account of the formation of environmental groups in Risk and Culture. The explanation of collective action appears pessimistic and resembles game-theoretic formulations, but it explains the minimal conditions for the appearance of collective action from latency. Thompson, Ellis, and Wildavsky (1990) developed analogous explanations for different contexts and Grimen (1999) has developed this logical approach to functionalism further. Where there are greater benefits of collective action, for instance in hierarchies, there is less of a propensity for fission. Nonetheless, hierarchies must work hard to legitimate the distinctions they create. For example, one can read Hobbes’ Leviathan as a cultural account constructed to legitimate the authority of sovereign rulers through appeal to the order they create, in contrast to the chaotic state of nature, where life is ‘nasty, short and brutish’.

Douglas suggested that conventions are legitimated and reified through analogy with what counts locally as natural. Consider how in western society, competition in the biological theory of natural selection is used to support the ‘naturalness’ of individualism. Nature is a strategic resource mobilized to support truth claims and categories in nature mirror and reinforce conventions relating to social practices (Douglas, 1999 [1975], pp. 256–260). In this account, and resembling Foucault’s assertion that power is pervasive at all levels, “social institutions, classification, thought and ideas are at bottom political because they express, mobilize and trigger patterns of power” (1999, p. 9). Power comes center stage in the never-ending concern with the distribution, organization and exchange of accountability and responsibility (Douglas, 1999 [1975], pp. 284–309). Douglas’ central argument is that mishaps, misfortunes and risks are mobilized in the process of holding those wielding power accountable. These mechanisms are present in all societies from the remote preindustrial societies studied by the anthropologists of the early twentieth century to contemporary western societies and it was from this perspective that Douglas first launched her foray into the risk literature.

A number of caveats must be mentioned at this stage. Firstly, unlike earlier functional explanations, the neo-Durkheimian approach does not apply to whole societies but rather to the multifarious social institutions of which they are composed. There is not only a need for accountability within institutions, but also between institutions as they compete for power and influence and forge settlements in society. The greater popularity of the approach inspired by Douglas in the field of political science is a result of the power of the theory in explaining the political nature of social life (Thompson, Grendstad & Selle, 1999, Thompson et al., 1990, Coyle & Ellis, 1994, Hoppe & Peterse, 1994). Secondly, the emphasis on functionalism in this section does not preclude intentional explanations where individuals deliberately produce collective action (Thompson et al., 1990; 6, 1999), although the constraints on power and authority remain.

The neo-Durkheimian approach has been applied to a number of topics and Douglas has focused on what happens when beliefs and practices meet with infelicity. Contra Rosa (1998) the neo-Durkheimian version of constructionism does not imply a relativistic argument that all knowledge claims are equal. Some beliefs are antithetical to the institutions of power and authority, and every effort is mobilized to exclude them. Hence, when Christian fundamentalists mobilize against abortion, they seek to protect their god’s unassailable authority to decide between life and death. Douglas’ approach has been to study aversion and identify the rules for what is reprehensible, since this is often much less ambiguous than what an institution supports. Hers is a theory of rejection (Douglas, 1986)—a forensic approach that uses dangers, taboos and risks to reveal the internal structure and systems for accountability and responsibility of cultures.



Risk, Danger and Taboo: Similar but Not the Same

Douglas’ goal in the field of anthropology was to challenge the orthodox interpretation of the pollution myths and taboos of non-industrial societies. Her mission was to challenge the dominant analyses of these societies that suggested some fundamental cognitive disjuncture between “them and us” (Douglas, 1992, p. 3). Her alternative to explanations of witchcraft, taboos and pollution that relied on notions of “primitive mysticism” was to argue that these activities play a role in maintaining particular social institutions. Furthermore, social concerns over purity, dirt and pollution perform analogous social functions in modern secular and religious societies (Douglas, 1984, 1970, 1992). These insights have been summarized and reviewed in a number of accounts (Pardon, 1999; Lupton, 1999; Wuthnow et al., 1984).

For example, during her fieldwork with the Lele of Kasai, Douglas (1963) recognized that a number of animals had particular symbolic and political significance within that society. Everyday food rules in that society were a subtle form of politics, which served to represent and reinforce social distinctions. Social taboos specified which social strata within the tribe were allowed to eat particular animals. The most revered animal was the pangolin, which was deemed poisonous to all except the highest initiates. Douglas argued that the functional role of such cultural practices is to maintain social order and to reproduce a differentiation of roles. The everyday practices of the Hima of Uganda, recounted in Risk and Culture perform an equally important function by providing explanations for seemingly independent events. In the case of the Hima people, it was believed that if women come into contact with cattle that the cattle will become sick or die or that if a woman is adulterous that her husband will receive a fatal arrow wound. The function is to attribute an act that transgresses moral norms with foreseeable yet undesired consequences. Douglas (1990) argued that most cultures develop a common term to moralize and politicize dangers. Pollution myths perform a special role in the struggle to maintain a moral order. Amidst the uncertainty, political and economic forces are mobilized on a daily basis and pollution and taboos are mobilized when other sanctions are inadequate (Douglas, 1984, pp. 131, 140).

The concept of sin in Christian societies performs an analogous function by attributing certain actions inconsistent with institutional conventions with the power to cause negative consequences in this life or the next:


The very name of the sin is often a prophecy, a prediction of trouble…first comes the temptation to sin, and then the thought of future retribution, then warnings from friends and relations, attacks from enemies, and possibly a return to the path of righteousness before the damage is done. (Douglas, 1984, p. 6)



At issue is not the validity of taboos or beliefs in dangers, indeed Douglas pointed out that in the pre-industrial world where life expectancy is short and infant mortality high that “[starvation, blight and famine are perennial threats. It is a bad joke to take this analysis as hinting that the dangers are imaginary” (Douglas, 1984, p. 8). Similarly, the reality of risks is rarely subject to dispute. The conflict is most often over the magnitude of the risks and over who is responsible for them. The process of construal described above implies that social institutions attribute the causes of (real) dangers with behavior that is collectively disapproved of. The conservative function of attribution is only half the story. The act of attribution is also a sense-making activity. The classifications and categories of institutions enable order to be discerned in the stream of events engulfing individuals, filtering out some perceptions and combining others (Rayner, 1991; 6, 1999). The more profound implication of this argument is that institutions generate emotional responses to risk events. Just as the aversion to pollution taboos produces a real physical response in the examples above, so the fear of “perceived” risks produces real emotional reactions upon which individuals act.

In her quest to vindicate pre-industrial societies from subtly racist charges that they had failed to evolve to the sophistication of industrialized societies, Douglas looked for analogous functional mechanisms in the West. While environmental risks were discussed in the first edition of Implicit Meanings (Douglas, 1999 [1975]), more common themes included everyday conventions related to dirt and hygiene (Douglas, 1984). Social norms that define what counts as dirt describe objects that are ‘out of place’ in the social order. Shoes are not inherently dirty; they become classified as dirty when they are placed on a kitchen table. In a fundamental sense, the functional role of this attribution process is to defend social order as a sense-making activity. Douglas also showed that the moralization of misfortune was common in the west. In the early stages of the AIDS epidemic, there was so often speculation that infection was the result of behavior believed to be immoral—such as homosexuality or promiscuity—that one would have to assume that a virus was capable of moral judgement (Douglas, 1992).

In an essay entitled “Environments at Risk,” Douglas drew explicit parallels between the tribal and the modern condition:


We are far from being the first civilisation to realise that our environment is at risk. Most tribal environments are held to be in danger in much the same way as ours. The dangers are naturally not identical. Here and now we are concerned with overpopulation. Often they are worried by under-population. But we pin the responsibility in quite the same way as they do. Always and everywhere it is human folly, hate, and greed which puts the human environment at risk. (Allport, 1954 [1975], p. 204)



The everyday practices of the Hima of Uganda, recounted in Risk and Culture (Douglas, 1983) perform an important function by providing explanations for seemingly independent events. In the case of the Hima people, it was believed that if women come into contact with cattle that the cattle will become sick or die or that if a woman is adulterous that her husband will receive a fatal arrow wound. The function is to attribute an act that transgresses moral norms with foreseeable yet undesired consequences.


Among the verbal weapons of control, time is one of the four final arbiters. Time, money, God, and nature, usually in that order, are universal trump cards plunked down to win an argument. ((Allport, 1954 [1975], p. 209)



These verbal weapons help to entrench beliefs in ways that reflect the distribution of power in a particular social context. Douglas (1990) argued that most cultures develop a common term to moralize and politicize dangers. Pollution myths perform a special role in the struggle to maintain a moral order. Amidst the uncertainty, political and economic forces are mobilized on a daily basis and pollution and taboos are mobilized when other sanctions are inadequate (Douglas, 1984, pp. 131, 140).

While risks and sins function both to account for past events and to constrain future behavior they must also be distinguished (Douglas, 1990). Sins and taboos bind individuals into institutions and also make collective benefits available. Risk, in contrast, “is invoked to protect individuals against the encroachment of others” (Douglas, 1990, p. 7) and in this sense it is the reciprocal of being in sin.

In industrial societies cultures risks are morally charged, and ecological crises are considered to have emerged because of immoral human action. The fragile state of nature reflects the fragile state of society or as Wuthnow et al. (1984) argued “the sudden appearance of troubled nature reveals troubles in that society” (p. 95). Pervasive and ominous risks are selected and serve to reinforce social solidarity among emergent groups, reinforcing boundaries and assigning blame to what is perceived as a corrupt leadership. In seeking to make claims about the generality of these mechanisms, Douglas (1992) argued that:


The modern concept of risk…is part of the system of thought that upholds the type of individualist culture, which sustains an expanding industrial system. The dialogue about risk plays the role equivalent to taboo or sin, but the slope is tilted in the reverse direction, away from protecting the community and in favour of protecting the individual, (p. 28)



This central notion, that the political mechanisms of sense making, accountability and control are continuous and consistent across all human societies and that, essentially, boundary crises are managed through risk controversies, is a central contribution of cultural theory.



Cultural Theory and the Environment

The relatively recent emergence of the concept of risk can be traced to the deliberations of merchants over the benefits of financial transactions relative to the costs. While originally couched in neutral terms as incorporating both costs and the benefits, the term has evolved in modern times to refer primarily to negative outcomes. Modernity is characterized by emancipation from the seemingly arbitrary truths of religion and tradition and hence sin and taboo are no longer effective; they no longer mobilize social power. While the concept cannot be reduced to a single definition, one of the common features of the family of definitions (Rayner, 1992) is the commitment to the production of safety: systematic increases in longevity and the taming of natural hazards. The consequence is that the unified self is reified and appears “self evident” (Allport, 1954 [1975], pp. 252–283):


The modern concept of risk…is part of the system of thought that upholds the type of individualist culture, which sustains an expanding industrial system. The dialogue about risk plays the role equivalent to taboo or sin, but the slope is tilted in the reverse direction, away from protecting the community and in favour of protecting the individual. (Douglas, (1992, p. 28)



In other words, the modern concept of risk is the product of the large-scale institutions that characterize modern societies. Individualism as it is commonly understood is the product of the legal system, the medical system, the democratic vote and even conspicuous consumption.

Cultural theory argues that risks are defined, perceived, and managed according to principles that inhere in particular forms of social organization. The cultural theory of risk perception first entered public policy debates with the publication of Michael Thompson’s paper “Aesthetics of Risk: Culture or Context” in Schwing and Albers’ (1980) landmark volume Societal Risk Assessment: How Safe is Safe Enough. Since that time, the theory has been the focus of widespread debate in both scholarly and policy communities.

Cultural theory differs from other approaches to risk perception, risk communication, and risk management in several important ways. Almost without exception, attempts to understand human behavior related to technological risk assume that it is a response which follows from an external event, an activity, or a statement of the probability and consequences of an activity. The conventional order of risk events is assumed to be as follows: The external risk stimulus causes an individual risk perception, which may be the subject of attempts at risk communication, leading to risk management efforts to prevent the unwanted event or ameliorate its consequences.

This ordering is implicit or explicit in both the natural hazards research tradition and in psychometric risk studies, although the histories of these two approaches are quite separate (see Krimsky & Golding, 1992). This model of perception is that of vision or hearing rather than that of touch or taste. The perceiver essentially is the passive recipient of an independent stimulus, rather than an active agent, like a baby, groping with or sucking on the world in the search for information. The risk perception problem in these approaches is to account for the discrepancy between some people’s estimates of the risks or potential consequences of certain events and actuarial data or expert assessments.

The dominant model of risk communication essentially is one of information transmission with the goal of educating the recipient to arrive at a rational understanding of the probable risks. The main concern is how to pass quantitative information about the probabilities and consequences of events from one information bearer (the transmitter) to another (the receiver) through a medium (the channel) with the minimum of distortion (Kasperson et al., 1988). In fact, information transmission is only one part of communication which also involves developing shared meaning among individuals, institutions, and communities and establishing relationships of trust (Rayner, 1988).

The concept of management implicit in the conventional conceptualization of risk is both directive and reactive. It is directive in that it actively seeks to achieve specifiable goals of prevention or limitation through explicit procedures. Piecemeal coping, development of tolerance, and implicit avoidance behaviors usually are not considered management strategies in this framework.2 Conventional risk management also is reactive in that it is the final step in the process. Its role is to solve problems that have been perceived and made the subject of communication, either as a precursor or management response, rather than to seek out issues for attention.

Cultural theory differs from conventional approaches to risk perception in that it assumes an active, rather than passive, perceiver. Furthermore, this perceiver is not an individual, but an institution or organization that is driven by organizational imperatives to select risks for management attention or to suppress them from view (Douglas, 1985). The question is not how individuals think about risk per se, but how institutions think. According to cultural theory, institutional structure is the ultimate cause of risk perception; risk management is the proximate stimulus rather than its outcome. In addition to being proactive, management strategies in cultural theory include various coping and adaptive behaviors that tend to be discounted in conventional approaches. Finally, risk communication in cultural theory emphasizes creation of shared meaning and trust over the transfer of quantitative information (Rayner, 1988). Thus, cultural theory is fundamentally a social theory concerned with dynamic relationships among human beings.

While Purity and Danger (1966) won widespread acclaim, Douglas’ next book Natural Symbols (1970) was more controversial. In this work, Douglas began to systematize her insights from Purity and Danger to develop a typology of social structure and views of nature. This was the origin of grid/group analysis discussed later in this chapter.

The cosmological focus of Natural Symbols was much broader than environmental, technological, or human health risks. Douglas had demonstrated her interest in the cultural aspects of emerging environmentalism in a short paper entitled “Environments at Risk” (1972). However, it was not until 1978 that Michael Thompson authored the first papers explicitly linking grid/group to risk preferences in the West German debate about nuclear energy (Thompson, 1982a) and among Sherpa Buddhists in the Himalayas (Thompson, 1982b). In 1982, the same year that Thompson’s papers appeared in the open literature, Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky published Risk and Culture.

In Risk and Culture, Douglas and Wildavsky attributed concern with cancer risks from industrial pollution in the United States to the growth of an essentially egalitarian environmentalist movement dedicated to the elimination of involuntary exposure to danger. However, Risk and Culture reduces the complex societal debate about risk behavior already sketched out by Michael Thompson to a simple conflict between society’s center and its border. The even-handed technical application of cultural theory to risk is pushed into the background, while an anti-egalitarian polemic is brought to the fore. The culture theoretic distinctions between markets and hierarchies are blended into the legitimate “center” of modern society, bound together by self-interested resistance to assault from a homogenized egalitarian “border” which Douglas and Wildavsky characterized as sectarian. While markets and hierarchies are portrayed as making rational tradeoffs among the benefits and costs of difficult technological choices, so-called border sectarians are delegitimated at the outset by the authors’ choice of terminology and subsequently taken to task for employing irrational fears about nature and technology to resolve their own organizational problems. The rich cultural diversity encompassed by cultural theory as a model of social possibilities is, in effect, reduced to a traditional conflict of interests between the hegemonic capitalism of the market and the state on the one hand and its egalitarian critics on the other.

Douglas’ response to the difficult reception given Risk and Culture, was a slim volume entitled Risk Acceptability According to the Social Sciences (Douglas 1985). Although it was not directly a reply to critics, Douglas acknowledged in her introduction that the controversy over Risk and Culture provided much of the impetus for the later work.

As in Risk and Culture, Douglas initially used two kinds of societies to illustrate her case about the selection of risks by active perceivers. These are the competitive, market-type society, based on contract, and the hierarchical society in which social relationships are constrained by status. While markets and hierarchies together comprise Douglas and Wildavsky’s center of modern society, here there is more exploration of the differences between them. Rather than a dichotomy between center and border, Douglas creates a triangular space for societal disagreement about risk that includes a third kind of institution, the egalitarian-collectivist type that is frequently represented in industrial society by voluntary groups.3

If Douglas’s reply to the criticism leveled at Risk and Culture was characteristically hierarchist in its attempt at inclusion through technical justification, Wildavsky’s was the typically unapologetic response of the individualist. In Searching for Safety, Wildavsky (cite) abandoned defense of hierarchy altogether on the basis that it exhibits “monumental” bias towards anticipatory measures to manage risk and has difficulty making piecemeal adjustments to policies and regulations through trial and error learning.
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