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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES
Building a culture of risk management is an essen-
tial objective within the integrated risk manage-
ment paradigm. The goal is to meet challenges 
posed by increasing damage from natural hazards 
and the complexity in the interaction of different 
actors in risk management.
This requires not only improved cooperation 
between all actors, but as a first step, they need to 
be aware of their role in risk management and their 
particular responsibility. However, previous, non-
representative studies (Maidl and Buchecker 2013; 
Siegrist and Gutscher, 2006) indicate that risk 
awareness and preparedness are rather low in the 
general population. Representative population data 
on factors that influence people‘s awareness and 
preparedness were not available so far. Our system-
atic and larger scale surveys was designed to 
provide empirical insights on the level of awareness 
and preparedness as well as confounding variables.
The major objective of this study is to contribute to 
research as well as the practice of integrated risk 
management by providing:
 – representative results on the level of risk aware- 

 ness and preparedness whithin the Swiss popula- 
 tion and influencing factors
 – insights in regional, socio-cultural, and socio- 

 demographic group differences
 – results on the usage and preference of different  

 means of risk communication
 – a contribution to the development of measure- 

 ment methods for hazard risk research in the  
 social sciences
 – recommendation for risk managers, in particular  

 risk communication strategies
Our presentation will focus on predictors of aware-
ness and preparedness, as well as the inter-depend-
ence between predictor variables using a structural 
equation model.

METHODS AND RESULTS
A standardized questionnaire was mailed out to a 
random sample of 10,600 households, and returned 
by 2,137 respondents (response rate: 20%). The 
questionnaire comprised altogether 220 items on 
topics related to attitudes and risk behaviour like 
memories, risk acceptance, usage and evaluation  
of various means of risk communication, exposure 
to and experience with natural hazards in Switzer-
land, knowledge of risk maps, attitudes towards 
public risk management, place attachment, per-
ceived responsibility of different actors including 
self-responsibility, trust in authorities, community 
integration, socio-economic, and socio-demograph-
ic variables. The dataset was supplemented with 
GIS-data on hazard risk zones, and the WSL Swiss 
flood and landslide damage database. Addressing 
our research questions, we conducted multi-variate 
data analysis, i.e. ANOVA, regression analysis, and 
structural equation modeling.

MAJOR RESULTS:
As expected, the average level of risk awareness 
and preparedness turned out to be rather low. 
However we detected significant regional differ-
ences, e.g. between mountain regions and low 
lands. Nevertheless, the main predictors of our 
outcome variables were neither geographical 
location, nor the amount of damages in their 
environment. We found that personal experience, 
risk communication and general attitudes towards 
nature and risks influenced the respondents‘ level 
of awareness.  
We also found that awareness was a predictor of 
individual preparedness, but not a major one. 
Awareness and behaviour are significantly related, 
but distinct concepts.
In terms of risk communication, we found that 
respondents showed different patterns of informa-
tion behaviour. Although traditional media like TV 
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and newspaper are most commonly used, the effect 
of such information on awareness and prepared-
ness was marginal compared to the effect of active 
information. Respondents who actively collected 
information, e.g. by attending public meetings, 
visiting exhibitions, consulting experts and talking 
to others were more aware of risks and more 
motivated to prepare themselves.
An additional important result is further, that 
community involvement and attitude for public 
issues is significantly related to individual motiva-
tion to take action.
These insights allow us to draw conclusions for 
tailored risk communication approaches. In par-
ticular, it is important to adequately address differ-
ent population groups according to their needs and 
deficits.

CONCLUSIONS IN RESPECT OF POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The results from our population study provide an 
empirical basis to improve risk management strate-
gies and develop guidelines for the effective use of 
resources in risk communication.
Such strategies need to regard local circumstances 
in different regions and among population seg-
ments, like mountain regions and low lands, 
elderly people, house owners, or occupational 
status.
In general, we found, that risk communication has 
a strong influence on citizens‘ decisions to prepare 
for future hazard events. However, it is necessary to 
regard that the effect of broadly used information 
like newspapers or weather forcasts on awareness 
and preparedness is rather limited compared to the 
effect of pro-active information behaviour. The 
decision to take actions or not is multi-dimensional, 
and comprises individual attitudes as well as 
environmental circumstances. The latter become 
meaningful for the individuals in terms of their per-
sonal evaluation.

A major recommendation for risk communication 
is therefore to understand the task of awareness 
raising in broader terms, eg connect the topic of 
natural hazards to other topics that touch the 
citizens‘ interest in nature. A second major recom-
mendation is to engage citizens intheir communi-
ties to strenghten theirs sense of local risks and 
potential protection means. It is also important to 
consider that people‘s awarness about a particular 
topic is rooted in their personal networks in their 
communities. Therefore effective risk communica-
tions makes people talk about natural hazards and 
prevention.

Note: This initial survey provides a baseline for  
a longer-term monitoring. In a second project 
module, we plan to conduct a largely identical 
follow-up survey carried out after a period of about 
5 years, which allows a valid assessment of chang-
es, and causal relations which cannot be detected 
by a cross-sectional study.

Figure 1. Risk awareness: cantonal comparision (n=2,137)
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