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Academic Dialogue with Professor James E. Katz

“Thank you for the opportunity to share my thinking with your readers.
It is a great honor to be able to build a bridge between the academic
communities of the East and West. And there is no better place where it is
necessary to address questions of man-made and natural disasters than the
Republic of China. The people here know far better than I the dangers from
typhoons and earthquakes. The people here are also aware of the possibility
of man-made disaster befalling Taiwan from several different potential
sources. This represent a challenge to the people, but also the fact that there
is awareness of these potential disasters allows good preparation at the
infrastructural, organizational and behavioral levels.”

“Permit me to also frame my remarks. I will be addressing the social
scientific sides of disaster communication and crisis communication. I will be
doing this from a public policy viewpoint. There is much that could be said
about private organizations and governments in terms of their risk
communication strategies and crisis response policies. However, I will not be
delving into this area in my comments. Rather, it is the sociological and
interpersonal dimensions that are the focus of my concerns here with you

today.”

JK: James E. Katz
CL: Chih-Hui Lai

CL: Thank you once again Professor Katz for letting me interview you.

Thank you. So, let’s begin the first question.

JK: OK.

<13 .
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CL:

JK:

JK:
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What do you see the opportunities and challenges are for conducting
social scientific research in this current era that is characterized by all

types of man-made and natural disasters?

This is perhaps one of the most exciting periods in terms of social
science research because of all the data that is now available, plus all
the rapid communication forms that there are among people. So, in the
past, people suffered crises, problems. But the information about the
crisis itself, and people’s reaction to it was very difficult to collect as a
social science research topic. Therefore, we have a very thin base of
understanding of how people perceive risk, not only in general but in
response to particular incidents. Now there has been wonderful research
on this topic done in the past, and I am thinking of Kai Erikson’s
“Everything in Its Path”, or Karen Cerulo, her work, she’s a professor
at Rutgers, a former colleague. They have gathered great insight into
how people, first of all, deny the risk even when the incident is
impending and second how they react in the moment to the crisis and
third, the destruction and distortion that occurs to the community after
the incident. As valuable as all of this is, we now have new tools to
collect attitudinal and behavioral data, and not only on the individual
level but at the group and community levels as well. This permits the
generation of insights and testing of hypotheses, both formally and
informally, as never before. And of equal importance is the ability to
add geo-locational and interactional data on top of more static forms of

data that have been traditionally available.

So now with all the technologies available for communication things
have changed dramatically, I think of the so-called Christmas Tsunami

happened throughout the South East Asian region some years ago, and
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how isolated communities had no idea that a huge tsunami was coming
their way, and nowadays with new forms of communication all those
communities or at least most of them could have been notified of the
risk and they could have evacuated with the great life savings. So, the
idea of perpetual contact that Mark Aakhus and I explored in the
beginning in 1999 is a rhetorical flourish in that we don’t expect people
to have perpetual contact all the time, but rather it was a metaphor for
the drive for people to be able to have potential communication all the
time and to be able to reach out to others, especially those who are

emotionally tied to them.

As Mark Aakhus and I tried to argue, there are people who love being
in touch and why is that? One of the reasons there are many reasons,
but one of the reasons is that they have to know about risk and
emergencies either with their family or others to whom they have
emotional bonds.

So, Mark Aakhus and I argued that people have a desire to at least
be in touch potentially. There are many reasons for that including our
social nature, but another reason is, is people want to know about news
of important personal nature and even more importantly hear about
risks to themselves or their family so risk communication is an
important driver of people wanting to be potentially in touch. This was
a major driving factor behind the flourishing of the mobile phone in the
first place. People used it to justify the big expense that they had to face
of owning a mobile phone, nowadays the cost of mobile phones
themselves and for the use of mobile phones is very low. Nonetheless,
people do love the emergency alerting nature. The problem of mass
communication of emergencies and risk is one that has been of great

historical importance for many millennia. Looking at Western Europe,

<15 .
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CL:

the Church bells in the town squares would be rung repeatedly when
there was an emergency or to call out people for a fire. This was the
best they could do using the available technology, for a while there was
a system set up and indeed is now quite popular where individual
phones will be rung in case of an emergency. So, civil authorities who
have responsibility for the safety and well-being of a population are
concerned about being able to notify people about emergencies of crisis
and sorts, fires, earthquakes, terror attacks, are among them.

On the other hand, people also want to know about family
emergencies, people want to know if a member of their family is ill or
has been in an accident. And in fact, if you talk to people elderly people
or retired people one of the things you find is they spend a lot of time
worrying needlessly in many cases about the health and well-being of
their family. So, both at the societal level and at the individual level
there is great importance concerning emergency notification and there’s
been a lot of technological developments aimed at addressing this need.
Now speaking as well at the commercial level, these systems can be
expensive and there’s the question of who pays for them? Yet, there are
certain systems that are quite cheap and those are also of a degree of
popularity. But it ultimately comes down to a question of economics,
how much investment should there be in preparation and protection
against low-frequency but high-cost events? And this is not a new
problem but one that is a perennial problem, highlighted nowadays by

the large number of technological affordances that we have.

Thank you Prof. Katz for the very insightful responses. With your
expertise in the social implications of emerging technologies, what
do you think of the role of technologies is in studying risk and crisis

communication, compared to the past, say, a decade ago?

<16 -
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JK: Certainly, there’s been dramatic changes in the study of crisis
communication over the past decade and older, as I think about the
1950s and 1960s, which is more than a decade ago, a lot of concern was
organized around civil defense and in the case of Taiwan, storm and
tsunami warnings, and that also effects places like the coast of the
China Sea, including the PRC. However, these were based on very
blunt strategies and perhaps even a decade ago there was not much
sophisticated attention drawn to these issues. However, with the rise of
terror incidents like 9/11, like the crisis of Hurricane Katrina in New
Orleans in the United States, there has been a lot of funding going to
communication scholars to understand how people perceive risk, how
they evaluate those risks and how they decide to take action on those
risks. There’s been a great deal of advancement in understanding the
way people tend to discount risks, the idea of behavioral economics has
shed a great deal of light on the cognitive processing of information.
One of the important findings is the disconnect between what people
know and how they behave. Historically and logically, people assume
that by giving... scholars assume by giving information and directions
on how to act on that information, they would behave in “rational” way,
that they would be able to take that information and assess it properly.

What we have learned through research and through various forms
of data collection is that people don’t act that way, they tend to discount
risk alarms especially ones they’ve heard about an alarm that isn’t
carried forward. So, the problem of keeping people vigilant and aware
of risks and having them take steps when no risks occur is a major
challenge in terms of managing public social psychology. The fact that
people will accuse authorities of not doing enough if something

happens but then wearing out the people by too many false alarms is a

c17 .
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CL:

JK:

fundamental problem for all emergency management systems. The
recent scare in Hawaii where the public was notified of an incoming
nuclear ballistic missile, nuclear tipped ballistic missile, is a great case
in point. A lot of people dismissed that information as not being
plausible. So, in other words, millions of dollars have been spent to
prepare the public to deal with nuclear attack and when the
announcement came, the people took no action to protect themselves,
and moreover the people who did take action to protect themselves felt
very foolish. And in the future, you can readily imagine that they won’t
be unwilling to take action. So here you find the whole system
ironically designed for one purpose that doesn’t achieve that purpose,
and this should really give a lot of pause to crisis managers as they seek
to understand how people react to crises.

And I will add a new paragraph here of my commentary which is
that, this was all spread by text message, and people are so now familiar
with text message that the shock value of them has been worn off. In
other words, getting a text message from a senior authority no longer

carries the psychological weight that it would have once had.

Thank you. But speaking of those topics that you mentioned:
people tend to dismiss the false alarm when the risk is not actually
happening. Are there particular topics or domains that you expect
to see more research on in terms of helping people to really prepare

themselves or increasing their awareness?

In terms of the question of future research, there are quite a few
important questions ahead of us, that’s the good news. The bad news is
that the easy problems have already been solved, that leaves us with the

hard problems. One of the hardest problems is how to give the right

.18 .
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level of information to members of the public so that they can also be
primed to take appropriate action. It’s seldom the case that every
accident happens in the way that was anticipated. Although there may
be general plans, the specifics can lead to an unexpected need to modify,
and even reverse, the plan. This is particularly the case with man-made
disasters. The obvious lines of attack are often blocked by the
authorities, so the groups that wish to inflict disaster on the public have
to find “soft targets” or other avenues that were not anticipated by the
authorities.

Hence, one of the most difficult problems is giving people the
right level of information. Why is this a difficult problem? One is that
often the authorities are not sure of the right action that needs to be
taken. We assume that somehow authorities know what is going on and
what steps should be taken, but they can often be in the same
information vacuum that an ordinary person is in. Nonetheless they
need to say something, because nothing is worse than something. But
the something needs to be even as simple as: we don’t know what is
happening. It’s very hard for authorities to say that because they are, as
their title states, in a position of authority. But even that message of not
knowing things can raise the anxiety of people, and yet silence is a
short-term solution which leads to long-term worse consequences.

Secondly, people may overreact or underreact as we’ve said. So, in
terms of overreaction, this can cause cascading problems for the
situation, for example, the evacuation routes can become over choked
and nobody can get out, so the evacuation routes fail, in case of some
sort of natural disaster or chemical disaster. Yet, trying to ask people to
go in waves which would be a practical and easy solution, is one that

leads to cheating behavior on the part of anyone who’s been asked that
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they cooperate in a way that increases the risk to themselves and their
loved ones.

Third of all, information does not flow evenly across populations.
So, there needs to be multiple channels available, but how can those
messages best be propagated through what might be called lumpy
social networks?

Fourth of all, what kind of messages are actionable? What sort of
messages will provoke the right reaction? This is a doubly complicated
problem because people react in different ways. People have different
attitudes towards crises; there are fatalists, there are hypochondriacal
types of over reactors and so one-size-meets-all-needs is not a good
way to go. So, the possibility of customizing messages based on
information is quite useful, if there is that ability to do so. On the other
hand, even with this solution there’s a question of equitable outcomes,
so it could be argued that certain groups have “better” messages than
others, and that this in some sense is a worse problem than even giving
people appropriate messages.

Although I have not exhausted all the different research challenges,
I hope this list illustrates the important problems, in each of those,
research can be done to illuminate the problem for decision makers and
for emergency alert responders, as well as for different groups of the
public.

Finally, in this regard is the notion of education. There’s been a lot
of emphasis on educating the public to risks, and this is certainly an
important and positive step. Too often, however, is the belief that
education alone is sufficient. Partly because a lot of people dismiss
educational efforts and pay no attention to them. Just think about the

last time you received an instruction booklet on a complicated device,
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how many of us read through the warnings about electrical shock, about
water damage, about storage, about overheating and so forth? Here,
we’re about to use this device, here are the risks and many people don’t
even take the trouble to read the print in front of their eyes when it
could have important consequences to them. So, I bring this up not to
criticize other people or myself since I don’t read those things generally,

but rather to illustrate the problem of the limits of education.

Thank you! For the final question, based on your professional and
personal experiences in terms of cross-cultural comparisons, what’s
your take on addressing the cultural issues in risk and crisis
communication, like in disaster-prone Asia, US., or vs. Europe.
What do you see the importance of addressing cultural issues in the

research?

I think culture is important at one level, but also social position is
important within culture. So, in terms of the first, there are fatalistic
cultures where bad things are expected to happen and it’s almost seen
as sacrilegious, as a bad thing to intervene with the fatalistic outcome.
And there are other cultures that are highly proactive and they view
every bad thing as something that should be prevented, a failure of the
system as it were. In the United States, we make a little joke about,
people complain about the weather but nobody does anything about it,
indicating that we even expect us in our proactive US culture to be able
to mitigate the effects of ordinary weather. These kinds of attitude
highlight cultural polarities. In Europe, it’s very much emphasized
culturally, that what is deserved and needed is a safe society, everyone
is protected from cradle-to-grave. This of course is a risk averse society,

one that emphasizes disaster preparedness. People should have nothing
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happening that could possibly hurt them. The government, working
with industry and other institutions should protect everybody from
every possible harm. Such an attitude is not cost-free. Individual
freedom needs to be limited to attain these goals and speaking on a
society-wide basis such cultural organization can blunt individual and
collective initiative and innovation.

In the United States, we see this a little bit in California, where
there has to be warnings of any potential cancer risk no matter how
minor, on every item. This includes cancer warnings on everyday items!
So, we’ve now reached the stage where coffee, which has healthful
effects, and also has a minor almost disappearing risk of cancer, has to
be labeled as a cancer risk. In some jurisdictions, parents can be
arrested if they smoke a cigarette in their car while a child is present.

By contrast, there are countries such as Japan which emphasizes
public safety and yet does not require citizens to wear helmets when
they ride a bike. So, this would seem to be requiring the risk mitigation
of wearing a helmet, would seem to be an easy step towards public
health and safety and avoiding risk and danger in society. Yet there
does not appear to be much in the way of public communication
campaign to mitigate the risk of helmet-less bike riding. In sum, there
does seem to be a lot of cultural variation.

But as I said at the outset there’s also the matter of social position,
and many people view themselves as having the responsibility for the
safety and well-being of those around them, and these people want to
see action taken and will press for governmental steps. Opposing this
are those who want to see freedom and lack of intervention, they want
to see a small government, for example, they want to see a lack of

requirements about warnings and these people then represent the other
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end of the continuum. So, once again my expression of concerns about
cultural variation is that the government needs to have assessment
techniques to find what is the best strategy of communication for the
particular danger that they are contemplating, and for the ambient
society that they are addressing. Although this is rather a generalized
statement it has to be tailored to the individual specifics. Through these
forms of research, I expect that in ten years we’ll be much further down
the road in terms of understanding the effects of technology, in terms of
alerting people to risks and giving them the appropriate steps to take in
light of those risks and fundamentally and most importantly, adjusting
those messages in a way that people can perceive and act in the best

way in light of those messages.

Thank you very much Professor Katz for your insightful,
inspirational and to the point commentary. We hope that readers
will benefit from your comments and your predictions for the

future. Thank you once again.

You’re welcome, and I appreciate the opportunity to share whatever
humble insights I might have on this topic for your readers and perhaps
they can take some small inspiration from my words. It has been my

pleasure to engage with you and them.
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