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This paper reports on an experiment o test the hypothesis that people respond betier to risk
communication that rellects mare closely the conditions of their social and culwural lives. The
experiment used the csse of radon 1o delerming whether technical or narrative forms of risk
communication were more effective al drawing people’s atlention, imparting information, and
modifying behavior. Two series of articles on radon were placed in the locs]l newspapers of two
Massachusells communitiss, Homeowner attitudes, knowledge, and responses were monitored in
bascling and follow-up telephane surveys. A third community was selected for comparison. The
newspaper series were developed an the hasis of previous research and six focus groups conducted
with homeowners, The technical series presented authoritative, factual risk information, in the
scientific style of the passive voice with gensralized and impersonal language, The narraiive series
consisted of dramatized accounts of individuals making decisions about radon testing and miti-
pation, written in & more personal style. The findings from the focus groups confirm the results
of previous studies, but the smell size of the follow-up samples was g limiting factor in drawing
definitive conclusions about the relative effectiveness of the two formats. The experiment dem-
onstrates the difficully of any risk communication effort on radon and underscores the need for
good rescarch design. The study lustrates the need for furiher research on the role of sociological
end cultural factors in the public perceplion and response 10 risk.
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who is communicating what, to whom, and in what con-
text.”” Otway and Wynne!™ acknowledge that major ad-
vanees in research have resulted in excellent risk

Increasingly, expert-based wversions of risk com-
munication are coming under critical scrutioy,* es-
pecizlly for their failure to consider the social and cultural
context of risk and risk communication, As expressed
recently by Otway and Wynne™: ‘. | _simplistic models
of risk perception have ohscured our view of the socizl
interactions and contexts [that] define authentic risk
communication. Thus, the risk communication paradigm
rests on uncxamined and unarticulated assumptions about

* Center for Risk Management, Resources for the Fulure, 1618 P Steet,
MW, Washingion, D.C. 20034,

* Department of Urban and Environmental Policy, 97 Talbor Avenus,
Tufts University, Medford, Massachosens 02155,

27

communication guides, such as Hance et el ™ and Cov-
ello ef al., ') but they suggest these are little more than
“etiquette books for risk communicators”™ ! that identify
with authoritative sources and assume the elitist position
that risk communicators are acting in the public interest,
Alternative risk communication frameworks adopt broader
definitions of risk and stress the importance of social
and cultural context and the role of complex interactive
networks linking expert and lay audiences.

Recognizing the plurality of goals for risk com-
munication, " an experiment was conducted in Mas-
sachusetls to determine whether technical or narrative
forms of risk communication were more efective at
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drawing people’s attention, imparting information, and
maodifying behavior. The diffusion of risk information
through narratives, or story-telling, is a popular, infor-
mal way that people learn about risks. Indeed, human
societies have developed elaborate myths and rituals that
demaonstrate the importance and ubiquity of this activ-
j[}._l".l.lZ:-

2. WHY RADON?

There are many reasons for choosing radon as &
case study. Given the emphasis on individual responsi-
bility and personal control, the radon problem would
appear o be more akin to personal bealth issues (such
as smoking, high blood pressure, and cholesterol) than
to other environmental risks. Logically, this would seem
to enbance the need for risk communication efforts that
are sensitive to social and cultural contexts. Several other
reasons why radon 15 a good case study for risk com-
munication experiments have been enumerated else-
where, 5 First, radon is 2 serious public health problem.
The Eovironmental Protection Agency estimates be-
tween 000 and 20,000 lung cancer deaths per vear may
be due o radon exposure in the home,* and this esti-
mate is corroborated by a Mational Academy report, which
gives a midpoint estimate of 20,000 with a range of 8000
to 40,000 per vear.”"™ Second, while radon has always
been in the natural environment, it has only been rec-
ognized as a significant environmental health problem
in the past Tew years. The recency of public attention
me#ns if 15 easier to trace the effects of new information
in a sample population. Third, risk communication has
been the preferred agency policy, since the nature of the
problem rules out conventional tegulatory ap-
proaches 147 The fourth reason for the focus on radon
is that, unlike most technological hazards, there is no
villain and, therefore, no ooe o blame. This simplifics
risk communication since it minimizes complicating is-
sues, such as conflict of interest, deceil, and individual,
corporate, or institutional liability. Fifth, whereas com-
munity action might be appropriate to remediate some
nontechnological hazards, such as natural contamination
of drinking water supplies, individual responsibility for
testing and mitigation is more appropriate for radon, the
concentration of which may vary widely from house to
house. A sixth reason that radon presents an interesting
case is the predominance of public apathy. Judging from
the attributes of the radon hazard and our knowledge
absout individual risk perception, one could predict a wide
range of reactions from apathy to extreme anxiety.™™
Early risk communication efforts'® were fearful of cre-
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ating public panic about radon, and designed protocols
and materials carefully to create sufficient concern to
motivate public response without creating unnecessary
anxiety. '™ In actuality these ressarchers need not have
been so fearful. Denial, apathy, and calm concern have
been the predominant public reactions.™ Finally, radon
15 an attractive case study since the effectiveness of al-
ternative risk communication strategies can be readily
assessed using testing and mitigation as ohjective mea-
sures of responses. We recognize, howewver, that risk
communication may enhance public knowledge and en-
courage informed consent without resulting in changes
in behavior,

3. METHODOLOGY

The experiment builds an previous research com-
paring the relative effectiveness of ditferent information
formats. ™20 Tt employs a methodological approach
modeled on a clinical trial study, and similar to that used
in the evaluation of risk communication programs in
Maryland.™*22% The experiment involved:

® six focus groups with homeowners from the test
locale;

® the development of technical and narraiive
newspaper series”; and,

® the evaluation of these two formats in two com-
munities using telephone surveys.

Six focus groups were conducted with local homeowners
to 1dentify public concerns and perspectives on radon in
particular and risk communication in general. The find-
ings from the focus groups were used to develop the
narrative serics of newspaper articles, The technical sc-
ries ran in the Clinton Dwily frem fram March 7-10,
1987, and the narradive series ran in the Fitchburg Sen-
tinel and Enterprise over the same period. Telephone
surveys of residents in these communitics were con-
ducted before and after publication of the two series to
evaluate their relative effectiveness in terms of reader-
ship, awareness, knowledge, attitudes, and testing and
mitigation behavior, A third city, Worcester, was uscd
as a comparison group and received no information from
the research group,

Clinton, Fitchburg, and Worcester were selected for
study because they share similar sociceconomic profiles,
All are located in Worcester County, which has the high-
est proportion of households in Massachusetls with el-

* Copies of the technical and narrative serics of newspaper aricles are
available frum the avthors,
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evated radon levels. An EPA/state survey conducted in
the winter of 1987/88 and released in September 1988
found 258% of households exceeded 4 pCifl in basement
sereening tests?

3.1. The Focus Groups

Six focus groups were conducted in Worcester,
Massachusetts, from December 5-13, 1988, The partic-
ipants were screened on several criteria including: home
ownership; testing status; income; gender; and location
of residence. All the participants were homeowners and
residents of Worcester County, Two groups involved
residents who had tested for radon, and four groups of
residents who had not. The themes identified in the focus
groups provided an important base of information on
lecal attitudes about risk and the environment, which
wis used in developing a culture-based risk communi-
cation Tormat,

3.2, The Risk Communication Materials

Effective radon risk communicalion requires, nfer
alia, extensive multimedia efforts with clear, concise,
credible, and repeated messages. While recognizing this,
the research group opted to compare the technical and
narrative presentations of information in local nowspa-
pers. Newspapers were chosen as the medium of com-
munication because they have been shown to be the major
source for information about radon.™ The decision was
also a pragmatic one, given the constraints of time, per-
sonnel, and funding necessary for a more extensive me-
dia campaign.

The research group negotiated with two local news-
paper editors about the style, content, length, placement,
and ather considerations in the design and implementa-
tion of the risk communication materials. Agreements
were made that the narrative series of four articles would
rien in the Fitchlurng Sentinel and Enterprise from Tues-
day March 7 to Friday March 10, and the technical series
waould run in the Clinton Daily Item on the same days.
The edilors also agreed that the articles would have ap-
proximately the same placement each day, and no edi-
torial changes would be made without the consent of the

* Personal communication with William Bell (Massachusens Depart-
ment of Mublic Health, Seprember 1939,
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research group.® To draw attention to the radon articles,
gach issue carricd a “*call-out™ on the front page. There
were several reasons for running a series rather than a
single article. The amount of information would have
necessitated a larpe article, which would have been dif-
ficult to place in the local papers, and might overwhelm
readers. A series of shorter articles would be less intim-
idating and would underline the importance of the radon
problem. Running a series of articles would also increase
the likelihood that survey participants would read one or
more of the articles.

3.2.1. Narrative Format

The narrative series of articles comprised a set of
fictional, personalized accounts of individuals making
decisions about how to deal with the radon problem. In
writing the narrative series, we drew on the focus group
discussions, previous research on the cultural aspects of
risk communication, and a review of the [erature on
radon and risk communication.”'=*3) The focus group
discussions conducted in Massachusells, and those con-
ducted in Maryland,'*" indicate several areas for im-
provement in radon risk communication efforts, The
narrative series emphasized several of these, including:

@ the need to personalize the risk;

# the need to emphasize that radon is a serious
problem, but cne that can be handled relatively
easily;

® the fact that many homes may not have a prob-
lem, but without testing there is no way to know
which ones do and which ones do not;

® the fact that testing is easy and relatively inex-
pensive;

® the need to involve local references, officials,
and personalities, and credible sources of infor-
mation to help personalize the risks; and,

® ways to minimize the risks of unscrupulous test-
ing and mitigation companies.

In an attempt to encourage people to personalize
the risk, the narrative series of articles was written as a
dramatized account of one individual’s attempts to un-
derstand and cope with the radon problem. The concept
of culture-centered risk communication is rather new and

1t should be noted that even with the greatest cooperation of the
editors, the availability of space and choice of location for articles
such as these cannot be guaramteed, and other storics mayv take pree-
edence over them. The research group was successful in getting a
high degres of cooperation from the editors, excellent column space,
and a quality presentation for the series.
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thus we were operating in unchartered termitory. We chose
story-telling as a mode of transmitting risk information
because it provides the flexibility and creative opportu-
aity 1o build in cultural references, and the format nec-
essary to emphasize the “personal experiences™ of others
in responding to risk information. The focus group dis-
cussions clearly illustrated the powerful influence of such
personal stories,

Given the heightened concern among women and
parents with children, the leading figure of the story was
deseribed as @ mother of two young children. The strong
influence that neighbors have on individual perceptions,
attitudes, and behavior has been well documentad, and
was a dominant theme in the Massachusetts focus groups,
To incorporate this factor, the story’s principal charac-
ter, Mary, developed a dialogue with her neighbor, Tom,
who was given credibility not only by virtue of having
tested for radon already, but also be being a retired pro-
fessor from the local college. Mary also sought infor-
malion from her doctor, Some studies have shown that
doctors apparently have less credibility than other infor-
matinn sources, ™ but other studies™ and the Massa-
chusetts focus groups indicated that a local doctor would
be a credible and logical source for health-related infor-
mation.

J.2.2 Technical Format

The second series of articles was run in the Clinfon
Daily Item over the same period of time. This series
presented essentially the same material as the EPA Cir-
izens ' Guide to Radon™ with minor changes mostly to
ensure consistency berween the mwo series and o en-
hance the readability of the material as newspaper articles®
Written in the scientific style of the passive voice, the
technical format provides authoritative, factual infor-
mation in a generalized and impersonal language.

3.2.3 Boih Formats

Each of the four articles in both series focused on
a particular aspect of the radon problem, addressing in

® References to working levels were removed from the text and the
figures to maintzin consistency, and beeaose such references seemed
unnecessary &nd confusing. Two figures and one table appear in the
technical series that were not in the Citizens ' Guide. These include
the illustrations of radon entry points, the Massachuseis radon sur-
vy results, and the table of mitigation metheds. The “head chart™
and the 1able of mitigation metheds were nor included in the narrative
serics due to space limitations and last-minute editerial changes.
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turn: the source and nature of radon; radon testing; the
health effects of radon exposure; and mitigation.

To enhance the credibility of the message, an edi-
torial note was carried in cach article indicating that the
series was prepared at Tufts University in cooperation
with federal, state, and locsl officials. Each anticle also
included a quiz, a coupon, and the telephone number of
the State Department of Public Health, for those wanting
additional information. The quiz was included as a means
to encourage people o think about what they had read
and to internalize the message. The coupon was included
as part of an agreement with the University of Lowell.
Those mailing the coupon would receive a carbon can-
ister test kit at the reduced rate of $10. In total, 200
canisters were returned, with 171 from Fitchburg {171/
24,500 circulation =0.70%), and 29 from Clinton (29/
4,500 =(0.69%). The University of Lowell was selected
to distribute and analyze the cannisters to emphasize that
the information was being presented as a public service,
and to avoid the impression that the series were elaborate
advertising ploys for commercial testing companics,

EPA, state, and local health officials, and the news-
paper editors were consulted at all stages in the dewvel-
opment of these materials. Preliminary drafts of all the
articles were circulated to selected experts and six mem-
hers of the focus groups for their comments and sug-
gestions.

3.3. Telephone Surveys

3.3. 1L Design

To evaluate the relative effectiveness of the narra-
tive and technical series of articles, baseling and follow-
up telephone surveys were conducted in Clinton, Fitch-
burg, and Worcester. Individuals were surveyed in Clin-
ton and Fitchburg before (baseling) and after (dependent
follow-up) the publication of the articles to identify any
changes in knowledge, awareness, and attitudes that might
be due to the experimental intervention. Individuals in
the baselines survey were contacted after the articles ran.
Those who bad read one or more of the articles and whao
were willing to be interviewed again comprise the de-
pendent follow-up samples in Clinton and Fitchburg. These
individuals together comprise panel samples, which are
a subset of the baseline sample. Those comprising the
residual of the baseline survey were questioned only once
prior to publication of the articles.

A panel sample in Worcester (comparison group)
was interviewed before (baseling) and after {dependent
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tollow-up) the articles appeared, although no articles were
published in Woreester, This panel sample served to
identify any changes in awareness, atlitudes, and knowl-
edge, that might be due to events extraneous to the ex-
perimental interventions, such as other TV or newspaper
stories on radon. This sample, therefore, serves as a
comparison group for other activities that might distort
or mask the effects of the experimental intervention. After
publication of the articles, additional surveys were con-
ducted with people in Clinton and Fitchburg (indepen-
dent follow-up) who had mof been guestioned in the
baseline survey, This sample served as a comparison
group for the effects of prompting. Comparing the de-
pendent and independent follow-up samples in Clinton
and Fitchburg would indicate whether or not participa-
tion in the baseling survey had sensitized individoals to
the issues ol raden, so they might be more likely to read
the subsequent articles ar search clsewhere for more in-
formation. Since no newspaper series ran in Worcester,
no comparison group was selected to control for prompt-

ng.

F3 2. Questionnaires

Several questionnaires were developed to accom-
modate the differences between the various sample groups.
The baseline questionnaire included a series of screening
guestions to determine entry into the baseline sample.
Homeowners in Worcester, Clinton, and Fitchburg were
included only if their living space incorporated & ground
floor {to exclude, for example, owners of fifth-floor con-
dominiums), and if they had not previously tested for
radon. Additionally, the baseline sample included only
those people in Clinton and Fitchburg who said they read
their local newspaper at least three times per week, and
thase in Warcester who said they read neither the Clinton
nor the Fiichburg papers, In addition to the screening
questions, the baseline survey had a series of questions
concerning: awareness of radon; attitudes to radon;
knowledge about radon; and some basic socioeconomic
indicators.,

Three slightly different follow-up questionnaires were
developed —each one tailored 1o the specific follow-up
sample. The screening questions and those concerning
socioeconomic slalus were dropped from the dependent
follow-up panel questionnaires for Worcester, since the
information had been collected on the baseline survey.
The knowledge and attitudinal questions were repeated,
and additicnal questions about testing and mitigation ef-
forts were incorporated.

The dependent follow-up (panel) questionnaires for
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Clinton and Fitchburg were modified to incorporate an
additional set of screening questions, so that only those
from the baseline sample who had read one or more of
the articles were included in the follow-up. The series
of questions concerning knowledge about and attitudes
to radon were repeated, and new sections were added,
concerning evaluation of the articles, and testing and
mitigation efforts,

Finally, the questionnaire for the independent fol-
low-up samples in Clinton and Fitchburg was the longest
and most complicated. It incorporated a series of screen-
ing questions to determine entry into the sample. The
sample included only homeowners with groundfloor liv-
ing space who had not tested for radon, or who had
purchased kits after March 7, when the first articles were
published. Only those who had read one or more of the
articles were selected. In addition to the baseling ques-
tions about knowledge and attitudes, the questionnaire
included questions concerning the articles, testing and
mitigation, and socipeconomic status,

3.3.3. Dara Collection

Baseline and follow-up telephone surveys were
conducted by experienced professional interviewers using
random dialing technigques in the selected towns. The
baseline surveys were conducted between February 28
and March 3, prior to the publication of the articles, The
follow-up surveys were conducted between March 20
and March 24, shortly after the articles appeared. This
delay was intended to allow people enough time to con-
sider and discuss the issues with their friends and neigh-
bars, to send off for test kits, and scek further information
it necessary, but without impairing recall,

A total of 729 guestionnaires were completed in all
baseline and follow-up surveys in all three towns {Tzble
I). The baseline survey included 491 people in total,
comprising 208 from Clinton, 202 from Fitchburg, and
81 in Worcester. Entry rates (i.c., the propartion of those
from the baseline survey ““qualified”” for inclusion in the
follow-up) for the dependent follow-up (panel) sample
were quite low: Clinton 21.6% (45/208); Fitchburg 18.8%
{38/202); Worcester 62.9% (51/81), All those in the
baseling surveys for Clinton and Fitchburg were con-
tacted again for the follow-up. Oaly those who had read
one or more of the articles and agreed to be interviewed
a second time were included in the follow-up survey. A
recruitment goal of 50 had been previously established
for the Worcester follow-up, so recruitment beyond this
limit was not attempted.
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Table 1. Xumber of [nterviews by Town
Mo, of
Town Group inervicws
Clinten Baseline 208
{Technical) Drependent 45
Independent a9
Fitchburg Baseline 202
(Marrative) Dependent 38
Indzpendent 33
Worcester Rascline Bl
(Comparison group) Dependent il
TOTAL 729

4. RESULTS

The results of the study divide into three parts. First,

e highlight what we learned from the focus groups.

Second, we report on the outcome of the baseline survey

of the three communities, Third, we discuss the use of

the ““clinical trials” methodology as a means of evalu-
ating different forms of risk communication.

4.1. Focus Groups

The focus groups were conducted to elicit qualita-
tive information from ordinary citizens about their per-
ceptions of the radon problem, their responses to different
kinds of risk information, their notions of credible sources
of information, and the special ways individuals modify
their behavior toward hazards such as radon.

While focus groups are not large statistically rep-
resentative samples from which one can extrapolate to
the general population, they are useful as qualitative in-
dicators of public issues and concerns.™®*" The Mas-
sachusetts focus groups illustrated several recurnng themes
and ““myths™ of significance to risk communication ef-
forts, but no discernible differences hetween testers and
nontesters, Generally, the participants were well aware
of radon, and had a good knowledge of its nature, causes,
and consequences. The most dominant recurring theme
among focus group participants was the perceived emigma
that if radon is such an important problem, why has there
been so little visible government attention? If the gov-
ernment iboth state and federal) is so concernad, why
are the testing and mitigation companics unregulated?
This concern is closely tied to another dominant theme—
a severe distrust of private testing and mitigation com-
panies and the fear of being misinfermed or even hood-
winked, Similarly, participants asked if radon is such an
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important problem, why has it surfaced only recently?
The sudden and recent concern over radon reinforced the
belief that the whole affair was brought about by media
sensationalism and promoted by unscrupulous testing and
mitigation companies *‘out to make a fast buck.” On
the other hand, both testers and nontester groups felt a
genuine concern for the safety of their children, but
struggled to put radon in the appropriate place on their
growing list of worries. To many radon was just another
worry on an already long and bemusing list of environ-
mental concerns. The focus groups therefore confirm the
findings from previous studies %1432

Thus, the focus groups were a uscful way of iden-
tifying obstacles to effective risk communication re-
vealing local eoncerns about: (1) the regulation of testing
and mitigation companies; (2) disreputable contractors
with guick-fix solutions; (3) the exposure of children;
{4) apparent media sensationalism; and, (5) the per-
ceived lack of state and federal agency involvement. The
focus groups also helped us identify prevailing regional
conceptions shout the radon problem, such as a priosi
determinations based on home charactenstics like age,
type of construction, and location, that function as ra-
tionalizations for not testing.

Underlying these feelings of disinterest and distrust,
is a strong current of denial and a certain amount of
fatalism.™ Radon is viewed 25 a natural harard for which
no one is o blame and about which little can be done.
It is seen as just another new worry in a long and grow-
ing list of environmental and lifestyle hazards. One ex-
planation for the public apathy about radon 15 that people
cannot respond to all of these worries, and so must de-
personalize and deny some of them. What they choose
to emphasize among their ““worry budgets™ s deter-
mined by reinforcing conditions around them, and the
particular relevance of the risk in their lives.

4.2. Telephone Surveys

The goals of this segment of the study were to eval-
uate the level of public knowledge about radon, and to
evaluate two risk communication formats,

4. 2.1 Baseline Survey

Consistent with previous surveys in New Jersey,
Mew York, and Maryland, our results show that the pub-
lic is quite aware of the radon problem, with more than
H0% of the bascline sample having heard of, or read
about, radon in the preceding 3 months. Also consistent
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Fig. 1. Level of readership cver the series.

with ather surveys, the public has a good general knowl-
edge about the crigin and nature of the radon problem.
In the baseline survey, 75% or more of the respondents
knew that:

® radon is a colorless, odorless, tasteless gas:

® radon comes from the natural breakdown of ura-
nium;

® cxposure to radon can cause lung cancer;

® radon levels are generally higher indoors;

® the amount of radon depends largely on soil com-
position;

® radon levels tend to be higher in basements;

o clevated levels can be reduced by various forms
of ventilation; and,

® radan can be measured by inexpensive screening
techniques.

Respondents had moere difficulry with the three other
knowledge questions, concerning;

® how smoking affects the risk of radon exposore;
® variations in raden levels over the year; and,

e the effects of operating furnaces and appliances
on indoor radon levels,

In spite of this general awareness of the radon problem,
and a good general knowledge of the causes and con-
sequences of radon exposure, the vast majority of the
public has not shown a willingness to test for radon. As
noted by Weinstein et af @ the public response to the
risks of raden can be characlerized as one of “*apathy
and calm concern,”
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Fig. 2. Proportion of respondents believing radon is a serious
concern in their neighborhood.

4.2.2. Follow-Up Survey

A careful experimental design was drawn up, to
evaluate the two risk communication formats—one based
on & traditional expert model and the second based on
story-telling, The experiment ran flawlessly with one
previously cited exception, only 19-22% of the partici-
pants in the baseline survey read at least one of the
published articles, in spite of the fact that they were
prescreened as regular readers of their local newspaper.
Thus, the panel sample, drawn from the bascline survey
on the basis of readership, was smaller than expected.

Given the small size of the panel samples, we were
unable to draw definitive conclusions about the relative
effectiveness of the two risk communication formats.
With this caveat in mind, however, the experiment did
yield a number of important findings.

While the overall proportions of people from the
baseline survey who read the articles were low, reader-
ship levels over the week (Fig. 1) declined less rapidly
in Fitchburg (narrative series) than in Clinton (technical
series). This suggests that the narrative series might be
better at retaining the attention of readers. On the other
hand, the initial levels of readership were higher for the
technical series and declined more rapidly thereafter.

Curiously, as illustrated in Fig, 2, reading the tech-
nical serics {Clinton) appeared to enhance concerns about
radon in the neighborhood, while the narrative series
appeared to reduce concern. One plausible explanation
for this phenomenon is that the narrative series empha-
sized that most houses do nor have high radon levels,
and for those that do mitigation is often relatively
straightforward, This emphasis may have encouraged
people to assume that radon was therefore not a problem
in their neighborhood.

Both risk communication formats enhanced the lev-
els of knowledge about radon, but neither format en-
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uraged a significant increase in testing and/or mitigation.
Ieither format proved to be more effective than the other
in motivating people to test or mitigate. There are three
plausible explanations for this:

® the panel sample was too small to indicate dif-
ferences;

® the intervention needs to be more extensive, using
multimedia approaches over prolonged periods,
o increase public response and highlight any dif-
ferences in effect; or

® ‘here is no actual difference in effectiveness be-
tween the technical and parrative formats. Either
it is too difficult to make the narrative and tech-
nical formats sufficiently different to elicit mea-
surable public responses, without sacrificing
authenticity, or people truly do not respond dif-
terentially to technical and narrative formats.

4.3. Methodology

The experiment incorporated an elegant methodol-
ogy developed clsewhere to test the relative effectiveness
of different types of risk communication.”™***¥ The fo-
cus groups were particularly useful in developing the risk
communication materials and the survey questionnaires,
Independent of any particular findings, the process of
conducting a series of focus groups is an invaluable cx-
perience for researchers engaging in this kind of work.
Surprisingly, the editors of the local newspapers were
more than willing to cooperate with the research group,
perhaps in part because they view tisk communication
as @ public service. The comparison group in Worcester
indicated that no extrancous events or news stories in-
fluenced the experiment. The independent follow-up
eroups in Clinton and Fitchburg indicated that thers was
no measurable prompting by the initial bascline tele-
phone survey. This lack of prompting may reflect the
general public’s disinterest in the radon problem. None-
theless, any future experiment using this methodolomy
should incorporate both types of comparison groups.

We have several suggestions about how to improve
the methodology, Drawing the samples from the sub-
scriber lists for each paper might have reduced the num-
ber of people falsely claiming to be regular readers.
Alternatively, if one expects only 20% of the baseline
sample to read such risk communication materials, en-
larging the bascline sample proportionatzly would ensure
sufficient numbers in the follow-up sample to allow more
definitive conclusions o be drawn. Given sulficient
funding, expanding the risk communication effort to
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multimedia interventions over a more extended period
of time would enhance the potential to discover differ-
ences in the relative effectiveness of alternative risk
communication formats. At the same time, the channels
chosen should be those that would be appropriate and
feasible for use by an agency or other relevant groups.
Finally, it would be worthwhile to extend the method-
ology to examine the relative effectiveness of the dif-
ferent types of risk communication for ather environmental
hazards. While radon is a particularly interesting case,
for the reasons given above, it is also apparent that pub-
lic apathy can be a major stumbling block in fully eval-
uating the effectiveness of different risk communication
formats. 1t might be particularly instructive to run a sim-
ilar experiment in regard o0 a hazard with high out-
ruget -2 1o test whether the narrative-style of presentation
is more effective in allaying public anxiety,

5. CONCLUSIONS

The experiment demonstrates the difficulty of any
risk communication effort on radon, and the need for a
more extensive, multimedia campaign to test the relative
effectiveness of the two formats, The experiment reveals
that some areas of knowledge, such as the relationship
between radon and smoking could be improved by fo-
cused risk communication efforts, but this is unlikely to
increase significantly the number of people testing, We
agree with Doyle et af. ™ that solving the radon problem
will require mare than risk communication alone. A mix
of risk communication, incentives, and regulation will
be required, and these might most effectively focus on
the point of sale in the private housing market.

This study underscores the importance of good re-
scarch design in comparing risk communication formats
and ewvaluating their relative effectiveness. In cases like
radon, where the public does not respond well to risk
messages, large sample sizes and strong signals are re-
quired to improve the sensitiviy of the experiments.

The study demonstrates that the lack of knowledge
about radon risks is not a significant factor in accounting
for public apathy. The more relevant factors are the ab-
sence of state and federal regulations, the competition
of radon with other environmental concerns presented
daily in the media, skepticism about radon detectors,
concerns about home values, and distrust of testing and
mitigation companies. These contextual factors may vary
from region to region, and there is little guarantee that
a risk communication strategy in one region will nec-
essarily prove equally effective elsewhere., Further stud-
ies in risk communication are needed that cmphasize
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social and cultural factors underlying public perceptions
and responses 1o risk.
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