Fuels Planning: Science Synthesis and Integration

Fact Sheet # 24

Important Considerations for
Communicating About Hazards

One of the major challenges managers face in wildland fire and fuels management is

explaining to homeowners and community members the degree of hazard they face.

Synthesizing
Social Science Information

for Fire and Fuels
Project Managers

Most public hazard education and communication efforts seek to accomplish one of
the following goals:

Simply comply with a mandate to distribute public education materials

Actually inform and educate people

Alter people’s opinion and behavior
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Eftective public education and communication campaigns have clear objectives, and

use the right techniques to achieve these objectives. This is the first of several fact
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sheets that will address wildland fire hazard communication. Here we list important
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considerations for planning or implementing a hazard communication effort:
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an occurrence.
2. There is a Known Psychology of Hazard Education. Public hazard communi-
cation and education work best by creating uncertainty in the minds of people, caus-
ing them to wonder about their environment and their ability to manage it.

3. Good Hazard Education Takes People Factors Into Account. There is no
such thing as “a public.” Rather, the public is made up of different and diverse audi-
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ences. These sub-publics differ from each other in terms of their personal and social
characteristics, which determine how likely they are to be influenced by public hazard

education.



4. Perceiving Risk Doesn’t Mean Doing Something
About it. People do not always act in what we might think of
as a rational manner. For example, a person living close to a
hazardous site may understand the risk from the site, but may

not have taken action to enhance their safety.

Good public hazard education causes people to wonder about their envi-

ronment and their ability to manage that environment. (Photo credit: Eric
Toman)

5. Probability Estimates Really Aren’t That Important.
People do not think in probabilities. Typically, the human
thought process about future events is binary: it will happen/
it won’t happen; it will affect me/it won’t affect me. Informa-
tion about a “65 percent probability” or an “80 percent

chance” are just not very useful to the general public.

6. People Like to Think it’s Their Own Idea. Public edu-
cators have learned through trial and error what parents of
teenagers already know: people are generally not motivated by
sermons on why they ought to do something or why they
ought to accept the actions of others. People are more apt to
follow what we or others have identified as an appropriate
course of action if they work out a solution or come to a con-

clusion themselves, with helpful information from specialists.

7. Effective Hazard Education is Ongoing—Not a Sin-
gle Act. Effective communication campaigns have three
things going for them: (1) They raise questions (create uncer-
tainty) in the minds of the audience, (2) they offer fairly sim-
ple answers, and (3) they have authorities available who can
provide additional information and reinforce the message

over time.
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Fuels Planning: Synthesis & Integration

This fact sheet is one in a series being produced as part of a
larger project supported by the USDA Forest Service to syn-
thesize new knowledge and information relevant to fire and
fuels management. Fact sheets address topics related to stand
structure, environmental impacts, economics, and human re-
sponses to these factors. Information in the fact sheets is tar-
geted for the dry forests of the inland West, but is often ap-
plicable across broad regions of the country. For more infor-
mation, please visit our website at:

www.fs.fed.us/fire/tech_transfer/synthesis/synthesis_index

Although all of the Fuels Planning fact sheets have been reviewed by scientists, they are not official Forest Service publications and
some of the work is based on preliminary findings. Information from fact sheets will be synthesized in an upconzing publication.



