Risk Perception
People respond to a risk or hazard in ways consistent to their perception of that risk.  It is their perception that influences behavior or action (Mileti 1993).  Understanding public perception of natural hazards is necessary in order to impact hazard preparedness, and can be a problem because residents of at-risk areas often have inaccurate beliefs about the hazard agent and its impacts, are unaware of available adjustments, and may have erroneous beliefs about the effectiveness of the adjustments of which they are aware (Lindell and Perry 1993).  Research shows that adaptive actions are motivated by awareness of the hazard, knowledge of how it can affect the community, and feelings of personal vulnerability to the potential consequences (Janis and Mann 1977). 

· Frequent exposure to hazard relevant information does not automatically elicit attention and comprehension, let alone the acceptance, personalization, and retention required to initiate hazard adjustments (Mileti and Sorensen 1987).  

· Lindell and Perry argue that people do not actually need to understand the hazard in order to be motivated enough to prepare, but they need to believe that the hazard really exists and that protection is needed (1993). 


Often, the problem for people to take action regarding a hazard is that they do not believe it really exists.  One reason to explain this is that people rely on past experience.  In 1992, Hurricane Andrew destroyed 80,000 homes and put 12 insurance companies out of business with its unprecedented force.  Even though evacuation was mandatory in southern Florida, many people refused as never before in their memory had a hurricane traveled as far inland as Andrew.  The people who were reluctant to evacuate were simply making rational decisions based on past experience (Tobin and Montz 1997).  
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