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Public Perception of Risk. Over thirty years of studies that have looked at how the public views natural disasters, technological accidents, and now terrorism predict that hazards that appear uncontrollable (potentially catastrophic, risk increasing), unpredictable (exposure unobservable, consequences delayed), and poorly managed (negligence) will be met with strong public reaction. In fact, this response and the subsequent political and economic effects are likely to go well beyond the direct consequences of the hazard itself. An outstanding example of this phenomenon is the accident at Three Mile Island. No one died or is expected to die but it stands as the costliest accident in human history. Why? Nuclear power is perceived by the public to be potentially catastrophic (meltdown), unobservable and its effects delayed (radiation), and poorly managed (see the movie China Syndrome). Compare this with the tobacco industry where the risks from cigarette smoking appear controllable and not catastrophic (voluntary, individual), observable and well understood (warnings on packages), and well regulated (potential risks properly reported). But consider the fact that that 400,000 smokers die annually in the US, that most people are unable to comprehend cumulative risk (risks from smoking over a lifetime), and the dangers from smoking have not always been communicated accurately (litigation against the industry in recent years).
 In short, for most of us, our assessments of the risks we face often don’t square with the statistical risks. This fact presents a challenge when technically trained professionals like engineers, statisticians, economists, and healthcare practitioners attempt to communicate with the public, especially during a crisis. Terrorism represents a particularly troubling challenge because it is potentially catastrophic, unpredictable by definition, and our security measures are not nearly up-to-speed. This situation leaves the public feeling very vulnerable!
Preliminary Data Collection. To understand better public reaction to terrorism versus accidents 96 hypothetical scenarios were created that varied terrorism vs. accidents, explosions vs. infectious diseases, suicide or negligence involved vs. not, victims as tourists vs. government officials, motive to instill fear vs. political bargaining, and casualties (0, 15, 495). Students were randomly assigned to a subset of these scenarios and asked a number of questions related to their perceptions of risk and likely behaviors. In terms of perceptions of risk, terrorism loomed large especially if infectious disease and suicide were involved. Interestingly, number of casualties had almost no effect on their judgments.
Systems Computer Simulation Model. A preliminary system dynamics model is underway that attempts to capture public response in an urban area to a variety of mishaps including terrorism. Key components of the model depict the number of casualties, investigative efforts, media coverage, information spread by word-of-mouth, diffusion of fear, and the intervention of social support systems. This model is not yet complete but early results indicate that, depending on the nature of the terrorist attack, fear could potentially diffuse very rapidly and take considerable time to subside. Sustained fear in a community caries with it health concerns and economic consequences not to mention a reduction in quality of life. Conversely, modeling results also indicate that social support systems capable of reassuring the public may well play a crucial role in restoring normalcy thus mitigating these long term consequences. Much work still remains with regards to these modeling efforts.
Community Preparedness/ Future Research. Preparedness involves both tactical (near term, concrete) as well more strategic (long term, less tangible) measures. Examples of tactical approaches are increased security for our ports, infrastructure, and borders. Progress on this front not only decreases community risk but promotes trust that these risks are being managed well. Strategic measures should focus on building resilience in the community as a whole to weather terrorist threats or actual strikes. Community and business leaders, first responders, health care providers, social support groups, and residents need to coordinate their efforts well in advance of an attack to achieve this objective and it will take time. The payoff however for this kind of coordinated effort could be very large!
Currently, research has been proposed for federal funding that would examine in a very systematic way many of the ideas that have been discussed in this abstract. To gain a much better understanding of how a community might respond to such a crisis and to make policy recommendations focus groups, surveys, policy analysis, a study of media reporting, economic impact analysis and statistical modeling need to be carried out. The results from this study could prove helpful to academics seeking insight regarding these issues as well as local leaders and professionals moving toward the goal of increased community resilience.
