
 
Risk Interpretation and Action 



Research objectives - 2 
• Understanding decision-making in complex and changing 

risk contexts 
• This objective is focussed on understanding effective 

decision making in the context of risk management – what 
is it and how it can be improved.  In linking with the other 
objectives, the emphasis is on how human decisions and 
the pragmatic factors that constrain or facilitate such 
decisions can contribute to hazards becoming disasters 
and/or may mitigate their effects. There are three sub-
objectives:  

• 2.1 identifying relevant decision-making systems and their 
interactions 

• 2.2: understanding decision-making in the context of 
environmental hazards 

• 2.3: improving the quality of decision-making practice. 



Shift of conceptual emphasis 

 
• Emphasis in much natural science work is on 

(probabilistic) assessment of risk. 
• In work on interpretation of risk, the focus shifts from 
• “What’s likely to happen?” to 
• “What do people (especially those at risk) think is likely to 

happen?” 
• “And what will they do about it?” 
• “And what do they expect will then happen as a 

consequence of their actions?” 
• “How do people learn from experience?” 
• Uncertainty at least as important as calculated probability. 

 



“Rational choice” 

 
• Rational choice models of decision making (e.g. classical 

economic theory) assume people prefer and hence choose 
options with highest expected utility (= estimated 
probability X  evaluation of outcomes). 

• Experimental research shows that people have difficulty 
processing probabilistic information and that... 

• this assumption is often incorrect even when people are 
told the probabilities of different outcomes. 

• In real life, people aren’t always told probabilities in 
advance but have to infer these from own/others’ 
experience (“Decisions from description” vs. “Decisions 
from experience”). 



Risk communication 

 
• Nonetheless, a common assumption is that, if only the 

public could be told “the facts”, they’d behave more 
“rationally”. 

• Improved scientific forecasting isn’t the whole story. 
• People interpret new (scientific) information in the light of 

prior beliefs and experience. 
• Acceptance of new information depends on trust in 

(expertise and motives of) communicators. 
• Even if information is accepted, different actors may take 

different sets of anticipated outcomes into account and 
evaluate them differently. 



Interpretation-Action Gap 

 
• Even if people interpret risks “correctly” (i.e. how 

communicators  want them to) they may not base their 
behaviour solely on this interpretation. 

• There may be many practical, physical and economic 
constraints that restrict the options available. 

• They may persist with habits that they find difficult to 
change. 

• They may imitate others and/or base their behaviour on 
cultural norms. 



Issues for research 
(NOT exhaustive) 

 
• How scientific information relates to prior beliefs and 

experience (both of community members and decision-
makers). 

• How well different information sources are trusted. 
• How people evaluate and prioritize possible outcomes.  
• How difficult/expensive/dangerous/counternormative 

different action options are considered to be. 
• How much people (at any level) are prepared to even 

consider different risk scenarios and/or action options. 
 



Methodology 

 
• For primary research, multimethod approaches likely to 

be needed including both quantitative surveys (where 
practicable),  interviews with stakeholders, decision-
makers and observations. 

• Could be integrated with Forensic Investigation studies to 
contrast cases where risk information is communicated 
and acted upon appropriately and when not. 

• Examination of what information decision-makers and/or 
communities actually use could highlight areas of need for 
more focussed scientific data (Research Objective 1) 
and/or translational work to link available data to policy 
(Research Objective 2). 



Short (ish)-term objectives 
 

• To formulate a conceptual position paper in good time for  
October 2011 meeting. 

• To identify a small core group of researchers  ready to help 
with this. 

• Following preliminary email communication, to have 
probably 2 meetings with overlapping but not necessarily 
identical attendance in the new year/Northern spring 
(maybe NZ in early March, Paris in late April). 

• Use this core group to draw in other researchers, e.g. in 
risk analysis and judgement and decision-making, who 
have relevant interests and expertise but haven’t 
necessarily yet applied them to natural hazards. 

• To identify ongoing research programmes consistent with 
the general aims of RIA and try to draw these into the 
IRDR network. 



Update (1) 
 

• To formulate a conceptual position paper in good time for  
October 2011 meeting. DONE. 

• To identify a small core group of researchers  ready to help with 
this. DONE. 

• Following preliminary email communication, to have probably 2 
meetings with overlapping but not necessarily identical 
attendance in the new year/Northern spring (maybe NZ in early 
March, Paris in late April). DONE. 

• Use this core group to draw in other researchers, e.g. in risk 
analysis and judgement and decision-making, who have 
relevant interests and expertise but haven’t necessarily yet 
applied them to natural hazards. IN PROGRESS. 

• To identify ongoing research programmes consistent with the 
general aims of RIA and try to draw these into the IRDR 
network. IN PROGRESS. 



Update (2) 
 

• Following preliminary email communication, to have probably 2 
meetings with overlapping but not necessarily identical attendance in 
the new year/Northern spring (maybe NZ in early March, Paris in late 
April). 

• NZ meeting, Wellington, 7th March 2011. 
• Present: 
• Bruce Glavovic 
• Emma Hudson-Doyle 
• Douglas Paton 
• Julia Becker 
• Dick Eiser 
• Nuray Karanci 
• John McClure 
• David Johnston 
• Ljubica Mamula-Seadon 

 



Update (3) 
 

• Following preliminary email communication, to have 
probably 2 meetings with overlapping but not necessarily 
identical attendance in the new year/Northern spring 
(maybe NZ in early March, Paris in late April). 

• Paris workshop – 29-20 April 2011 
• Ann Bostrom 
• Ian Burton 
• Dick Eiser 
• Joop van der Pligt 
• Mathew White 
• (plus some ‘observers’ from SC) 



Update (4) 
• To formulate a conceptual position paper in good time for  

October 2011 meeting 
 

• Document presented to delegates at Beijing conference:  
• Risk Interpretation and Action: A Conceptual Framework 

for Research in the Context of Natural Hazards. 
 

• Following discussion at the Nov. 2011  SC meeting in 
Beijing, it was decided NOT (immediately) to publish the 
conference version of this document but to revise and 
resubmit it to an International peer-reviewed journal. No 
firm decision made on which journal.  
 



Update (5) 
• In December 2011, received an announcement for the 

launch of a new journal from Elsevier: International 
Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction.  

• This is sponsored by the Global Risk Forum and it is 
planned that the first issue will be ready for GRF Davos 
meeting in August 2012. 

• Following initial correspondence with the editor, a revised 
and shortened version of the paper was submitted to 
IJDRR in February 2012. Authors: Eiser, Bostrom, Burton, 
Johnston, McClure, Paton, van der Pligt, White. 

• Two weeks ago, reviews received (2 very positive, 1 a bit 
less so) . Editor (strongly) encourages resubmission.  With 
a little help from my friends, will be resubmitted by end of 
May. 

• Abstract of same paper submitted to Davos conference 
(no news yet). 



Update (6) 
 

• FUTURE PLANS. 
• To build up the network... 
• Further progress here is contingent on AVAILABILITY OF 

FUNDING. If we’re to have a working group we need to 
be able to work as a group. As a first step, it would be 
very helpful to have core funds for small meetings 
(Where? When?)to which we can invite new members. 

• So far we’ve managed by piggy-backing onto existing 
conferences, but these aren’t necessarily sufficiently 
cross-disciplinary and/or cross-hazard. (And not 
everyone can afford all these conferences anyway). 



Update (7) 
 

• FUTURE PLANS. 
• To conduct and/or facilitate new substantive research. 
• Again, further progress here is contingent on 

AVAILABILITY OF FUNDING. So far, our contributions have 
been mainly in terms of identifying conceptual issues re. 
risk interpretation, communication, etc. that could, 
indeed should, be integrated into a variety of new hazard 
research projects.  

• There could also be a strong case for comparative 
research projects involving, e.g., surveys of how different 
stakeholders (public and professionals) interpret different 
hazards in different countries. But then funding sources 
have to be identified (as well as someone to develop 
proposals)... 


