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Meeting Purpose
• To elaborate on the issue of public communications

• In general and for the specific regulations

• To discuss recommendations for further assistance to the
Member states on how to enhance public communications
by integrating perceived and actual risk in stakeholder
communications;

• Objective is to improve public acceptance of the
“remediation initiatives” (including decontamination, waste
management, monitoring and remediation) by addressing
the concerns of the local residents
• Concerns for factual information and addressing perceived risks.
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Risk Communication
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Communication

• Communication is simply the act of transferring information 
from one place to another.

• Exchange of information between an organization and its 
stakeholders
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IAEA Safety Standards

• A process for 
public and 
stakeholder 
engagement is 
recommended or 
noted in many 
Standards.
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IAEA publications
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Who are stakeholders?
• Stakeholder: Anyone who holds an interest in an issue and 

to which the organization has an obligation to acknowledge:
• Members of “the public”, as groups or individuals, holding an vested 

interest in an issue or decision-making process;
• Commercial / business interests, trade unions, and suppliers;
• Governmental authorities at the national, regional and local level;
• News media, professional and academic organizations (scientific 

community);
• National and local NGOs; 
• Different stakeholders have different degrees of influence on 

decision-making processes (from opinion seeking to controlling 
influence). 
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What are actual and perceived risks?

• Actual Risk: the objective assessment of the probability of a hazard
(radiation) and its consequences (dose and effect on health)
• dose calculations, dose maps, risk assessments, etc.

• Perceived Risk: the subjective assessment of the probability of a
hazard (radiation) and its effect on what we feel about the
consequences

• Risk perception are rooted in complex psychometric questions of risk
acceptance and tolerance.
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Risk Communication

• Communication with the purpose to develop a
common understanding of factual information, and
to influence decisions or behaviours by addressing
stakeholder interests.
• Need to address both intellectual needs (information)

and emotional needs (feelings);

• Risk communication plays an integral role in
shaping individual risk perceptions as well as
behaviours for risk aversion, reduction, or
acceptance.
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Relevance to WES/RSM
• Each CA or FP Cooperation project (Remediation and Decontamination,

Management of Waste from Remediation Activities, and, Assistance in the Use
of Radiation Monitoring Data) includes effectively communicating results with
the local residents and other stakeholders.

• Key consideration is given to assisting the MS Authorities with ensuring the
output of the technical work is widely disseminated, and enhances
understanding of the technical phenomena and physical properties by using
plain language.

• The effectiveness of knowledge sharing (maps, reports, data results) with the
public of the actual risk is strongly influenced by perceived risks (dread, trust,
volition, familiarity, etc.).

• Thus effective communication of actual risk must be factual and
understandable, as well as responsive to the perceived risk held by the
audience.
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INCORPORATING 
RISK PERCEPTION 

INTO 
RISK COMMUNICATIONS
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Why Address Perceived Risk?

• Communicating actual risk by sharing scientific
results is necessary but not sufficient to secure
public acceptance or to assuage public concerns;

• Understandable data (maps, reports, analyses)
address intellectual needs for information;

• Communications need to address emotional needs
(fear, dread, stress, anxiety).
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Risks and Risk Communications

• Actual risk (reality) is quantified, usually by dose 
calculations and/or probabilities;

• Perceived risk (belief, attitude, judgement and 
feelings) is subjective for the individuals and 
quantifiable in a population and individuals;

• The study of actual vs. perceived risk, especially 
regarding ‘nuclear’ is well established (e.g. Slovic, 
et. al.), but the utilization of perceived risk for public 
communications in RWM situations is lacking.

14



IAEA 15

• Observable
• Known to 

those 
exposed

• Immediate 
effect

• Old risks
• Risks known 

to science

• Controllable
• Not dread
• Not global 

catastrophic
• Not fatal 

consequence 
• Low risk to 

future 
generations

• Voluntary

• Not observable
• Unknown to 

those  exposed 
• Effect delayed
• New Risks
• Risk unknown  

to science

• Uncontrollable 
• Dread
• Global 

catastrophic
• Fatal 

consequence
• High risk to 

future 
generations

• Involuntary 
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EXAMPLES

Risk Communications 
without Addressing Risk 
Perception
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Well known problems in public 
communication from Chernobyl experience

• People need information linked to their own lives. 

• People need clear messages from sources they trust on:
• Health effects of radiation;
• Living with radiation; and
• Healthy lifestyles in general.

• People want Yes/No answers, not probabilities like “5,5·10-7”.

• Perceived risk of an activity is greater when the activity is seen as 
evoking fear, terror, or anxiety, or irreversible adverse effects

• People need a clear message from their governments on the 
future of local economies and national social protection systems. 

• People ignore information if it does not correlate with their 
concerns or beliefs.
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Examples of Multiple Consequences of the 
Nuclear  Accident:

• Fear of cancer and other medical complications;
• Rumours and anecdotal reports;
• Intelligible communications about radiation;
• Contradictory information from “reliable sources”;
• Distrust in authority;
• Ecological and socioeconomic disruption (unemployment, etc.);
• Social stigma;
• Media coverage (not always fair and balanced);
• Psychological consequences

• After accidents involving radiation, fears start early and the emotional toll goes 
on for years. 
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Perceived Risk Remain high in Japan
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Fukushima Prefecture Actual and Perceived Risk 

• Risk perceptions are 
still prevalent and 
recognized in FP

• We are addressing 
actual risk

• We should also 
address perceived 
risk
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Measuring Risk Perception

• It can be quantified on a standardized 
framework;

• Existence and strength of perceived risks 
can be assessed and correlated to specific 
demographics;

• Risk Perception Factors are well vetted
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Complexity of the Risk Perception Factors:

Risk perception factor Perceived risk of an activity will be greater 
when the activity is seen as:

Volition Involuntary or imposed 
Controllability Under the control of others 

Familiarity Unfamiliar 

Equity Unevenly and inequitably distributed 

Benefits Having unclear or questionable benefits 

Understanding Poorly understood 

Uncertainty Relatively unknown or having highly uncertainty 

Dread Evoking fear, terror, or anxiety 
Reversibility Having potentially irreversible adverse effects 

Trust Requiring credibility

Personal stake Placing people personally and directly at risk 

Ethical/moral nature Ethically objectionable or morally wrong 22
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Measuring Perceived Risk

Which of these perceptions exist?

How strong are the perceptions?

What subgroup demographics exist?

How should messages be framed for the public, through 
which channels?

Should they be captured in the Regulatory documents? 

What can we do to help?
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What could we do for the MS?
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Prime goal of the IPARSC

• Provide support to the MS in securing public 
acceptance of remediation measures by addressing 
and integrating public risk perception with actual risk 
assessment of the population in the regions;

• Foster trust and acceptance (between stakeholders, 
operator and the affected population leaving in the 
affected areas );

• Ensure transparency through well documented 
professional judgments and with tailored risk 
communication based on perception of risk.
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Background
• Massive amounts of monitoring data is available:

• Multiple sources, multiple types of data

• Supports expert determination of actual risk i.e. “doses 
are within safe levels” 

• Used for reporting doses (µSv/h) as safe and/or 
comparable to other places:
• Intended to convince people there is no health concern 
• Websites
• Communications for perceived risks are limited 

• Is this approach effectively improving public 
acceptance?

• Is it aiding MS to make progress?

• Does it help MS to gain public confidence?   
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Examples
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Which of the risk perception factors might be relevant to 
the sub-populations of the Fukushima Prefecture?
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Understanding and uncertainty 

Perceived risks of an activity is greater when the activity is 
seen as poorly understood, unknown and uncertain 

Which of these perceptions exist?

How strong are the perceptions?

What subgroup demographics exist?

How should messages be framed for the public, 
through which channels?

Should they be captured in the Regulatory 
documents? 

What can we do to help?
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What could help? 

With an assessment of perceived risks and understanding 
which risk perceptions are prevalent, we can better shape 
and tailor the FP risk communications so they are both factual 
(actual risk from existing safety assessments) and responsive 
to public concerns (perceived risks). 

Actual Risk Assessment Data

+
Perceived Risk Assessment Data

========================================

Risk Communication that are factual and responsive to concerns IPARSC Project
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IPARSC Objective

• IAEA is intending to develop, after several case studies and integration of 
previous work, more formal guidance on how to approach such public risk 
perceptions involving 'back end' or legacy waste management situations, 
and to elaborate on how to apply the understanding of perceived risk to risk 
communication (as you know, education of what is "dose" is not enough; 
authorities need to respond to the emotional context as well). 

• Team of IAEA staff and international experts will assist counterparts in the 
assessment of risk perceptions held by residents, and provide guidance on 
developing risk communications that both describe actual risk conditions and 
are responsive to public risk perceptions; 

• At least two Local expert will be always involved in the effort to ensure MS 
sensitivities are addressed and to build capacity for future risk 
communication needs. 
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Planned activities

1. Collect and analyse experience from other countries;

2. Develop the MS specific framework for acquiring the risk perception 
data;

3. Acquire and develop risk perception survey by one or more 
methods;

4. Conduct Risk perception survey and analyse data;

5. Incorporation the RPF results, into the final communication 
products.
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Expected Outcome
1. Knowledge enhancement (a better understanding of, and context for, the 

technical data related to the remediation and waste management),

2. Informed decision-making (the incorporation of new data and understanding 
into more rational decision basis regarding the remediation and waste 
management initiatives),  

3. Behavioural change (enabling choice and comfort with personal decisions 
affecting the return to normal life by resident and returning evacuees), 

4. Consensus building (stronger cohesion and agreement among groups holding 
influence on the progress or direction of the remediation and waste 
management initiatives),  

5. Public acceptance (improved regard and support for the role of the FP 
Authorities in the priorities and approaches to the remediation and waste 
management efforts). 
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Conclusions
• Population-based estimates of risk (dose) are difficult to convert into 

precise statements of individual risk: 
• The individual bases opinion and action on perceived risks;
• Perceived risks are usually expressed through emotions (fears, anxiety, etc.) of 

consequential effect(s), not a given dose:
• Latent cancers, childhood health, food and water safety, social stigma, economic 

security, etc. 

• Monitoring data and dose reports are factual and necessary to assess 
actual risk, but insufficient to address perceived risk;

• Knowledge campaigns rarely convince people of the lack of 
concern…(experts lament “if the public just understood…”)   

• If perceived risks go unaddressed, then the public remains unconvinced 
of the safety, and public confidence in the authorities is lost.   
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Take Away Message

Improving public communication by addressing the perceived 
risks and actual risks of local residents of the affected 

communities will improve public acceptance for existing 
remediation and waste management measures, foster a 

return to normal life by residents and returning evacuees by 
reducing fears, stress and anxiety, and help to build mutual 
understanding and trust that will contribute to future success 

of the revitalizing efforts related to remediation and waste 
management. 
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Thank you for attention!
The risk management is a two-way street: just as the public 

should take experts’ assessments of  risk into account, so should 
experts respect the various factors, from cultural to emotional, 

that result in the public’s perception of  risk (Paul Slovic).


