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Foreword

Kathryn Schulz

A year before writing about the Cascadia Subduction Zone for The New Yorker, I wrote an article about Norman Maclean’s Young Men and Fire, a remarkable book about a wildfire in a remote part of Montana and the thirteen smokejumpers who were killed trying to put it out. I wrote that article because I’d been arguing with the book in my head for so long that I figured I might as well do so on paper. On the one hand, Young Men and Fire is one of the best pieces of nonfiction I’ve ever read: it’s gripping, heartbreaking, full of dazzling facts, and so gorgeously written that whole chapters of it make me clutch my head in envy and pleasure. On the other hand, it gets the story of wildfire in America absolutely wrong, valorizing the tactics, strategies, and fallen heroes of a War on Fire that we should never have fought. As such, it contributed to the cultural beliefs and forestry practices that gravely exacerbated the wildfires we now see raging across the West—and to the deaths of still more young men and women who have been sent to battle them.

I say all this by way of explaining the trepidation I felt when I sat down to write about the earthquake risk in the Pacific Northwest. Disaster writing always takes place on that thin strip between the devil and the deep blue sea—the devil, in this case, being the risk of sensationalism, and the deep blue sea being the risk of screwing up the facts. But Norman Maclean taught me that there’s another obstacle lurking out there, too: you can get every single fact right and still tell the wrong story. There are sins of omission, personal blind spots, cultural biases—all kinds of angles, overt and hidden, that can cut off the correct line of sight.

What I set out to do when I wrote the Cascadia piece was, first and foremost, avoid all of that. I wanted to tell the story right, and I wanted to tell the right story. I also wanted it to matter—not in the diffuse way that I like to think all good writing matters, but in the direct way that would improve seismic preparedness in the Pacific Northwest. I wanted to get the attention of my friends out there, who knew about the problem but hadn’t yet gotten around to strapping down their water heater or making a plan for their family; I wanted to get the attention of community members whose kids went to school in the tsunami zone; I wanted to trouble the consciences of CEOs and senators. Archimedes famously said that if you gave him a lever, he could move the world. The job of the writer is to find the lever.

Well, I didn’t find the lever. But the piece did matter, at least somewhat, to some people—enough, maybe, to make a few places a little safer when the world (or the Northwest, anyway) actually moves. Still, beyond the initial ballyhoo, it’s incredibly hard to know how much of a difference a given piece of writing makes, or why, or how to go about doing it again. And yet we urgently need to do it again; nature is full of dramatic events, and full of humans here to turn them into disasters. (The distinction is important; even a magnitude nine earthquake isn’t a catastrophe unless there’s a civilization sitting on top of it.) We humans are also around to make nature itself more dangerous. We live in a time of fires that rage with the artificial accelerant of human mismanagement, and of hurricanes—and countless other things—made worse by a climate that we’ve radically destabilized.

My job as a writer is to make people care about all of this, but no one does that alone. Finding our way toward a more responsive, more effective, and more ethical approach to the relationship between human beings and the rest of the natural world requires a vast collaboration, and an ongoing conversation. The one about Cascadia began long before I got to it—among seismologists and emergency planners, among policy wonks and politicians, among my colleagues in the Pacific Northwest news media and their readers. I’m honored to have joined it, happy to know so many others are continuing it, and certain that this collection will advance it.
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Chapter 1

Conceptualizing Risk

Media and Natural Disasters

Jennette Lovejoy

The string of hurricanes that pummeled through the Caribbean from August to October 2017 confirmed the difficulty of preparing for natural disasters. Even in a region accustomed to an annual hurricane season, Harvey, Irene and Maria wreaked havoc. Although scientists were able to somewhat predict each storm’s course and timeline, we were unable to foresee the damage they would cause. All we could do from afar was wait and watch their paths of destruction unfold in the media. This is a sign of our modern experience, which Terry Tempest Williams, an author and naturalist, reminds us: “For so many years, talking about the weather was talking about nothing. Now it really is our survival” (September 8, 2017, The New York Times).

Meanwhile, on the opposite coast of the nation, we watched, similarly stunned, as the Eagle Creek wildfire ravaged in the Pacific Northwest (PNW). The fire was reportedly started by a teenager setting off firecrackers in the Columbia River Gorge at the height of summer. By the end of September, it had burned roughly 49,000 acres and was only 46% contained.

Both incidents remind us how difficult it is to communicate the threats posed by natural disasters and prepare for them before they occur. The unifying experience of hurricanes, wildfires, floods, blizzards, and earthquakes is the sensation that they lie outside of human control. We can’t physically stop a hurricane from making landfall; neither can we put out a wildfire feeding viciously on dry landscape. In the moments of natural disaster, we are often faced with decisions or outcomes that depend on what we’ve done or thought about ahead of time. Sometimes structures are saved due to foresight in building code, barns and houses are spared due to large swaths of fire line created by bulldozers, or a herd of cattle can be moved to safety due to escape route planning.. Still, often our response and decisions are purely primal, motivated to save life. However, thinking about how to save life during a natural disaster that might not even happen during one’s lifetime is particularly challenging. This book began as a fascination with how people react and respond to predictions of natural disasters, specifically one close to our PNW home: the Cascadia Subduction Zone (CSZ) megaquake, a 1,000 kilometer fault line that stretches from Vancouver BC to northern California. The CSZ has been anticipated by scientists and experts across the globe, and yet, like most natural disasters, it remains ineffable until it happens.

In spite of the difficulty inherent to communicating future natural disasters, Kathryn Schulz’s Pulitzer Prize–winning New Yorker article, “The Really Big One,” succeeded in alerting the nation to the precarious tectonic plates of the CSZ and the inevitable earthquake and tsunami that their movement would cause in the next 50 years. As she stressed, the PNW region was not prepared for what would be the worst natural disaster in North American history. Although Schulz didn’t share any new information—the CSZ earthquake timeline, while greatly unknown to the public, had already been reported by many scientists and the media—the widespread impact of her article was immediately palpable. She had thrust the CSZ into the public sphere in a new way. By weaving well-researched stats and scientific citations into a narrative relayed through vivid detail, analogies and anecdotes, she woke us up to the inevitable natural disaster in our future. The fear and panic that we encountered in many different PNW communities and circles revealed the efficacy of her message and affirmed the lack of preparation of the region.

In the hopes of continuing the conversations she started and transforming that initial fear and panic into a well-informed, well-prepared public, we formulated the question that would guide the research of this edited book: How do we communicate about natural disasters and what effect does our communication have on natural disaster education, understanding, assessment of risk, preparation, and recovery? The expertise, analyses and perspectives in this book are designed to help us better comprehend and deal with the risk at hand. With more information and knowledge of the CSZ, we hope, we can assuage our primal, fear-induced physiological and emotional responses to crises. If we accept that the disaster will occur and learn how we can prepare, we can calm the panicked beats of our hearts as we wait for its first tremors.

In this introductory chapter, I use Schulz’s article as a springboard to detail the role of the media and social media in communicating natural disaster risks. Then, I give an overview of each chapter, emphasizing the gamut of perspectives offered by contributing authors. Rather than writing in the direct face of natural disasters like so much of our media coverage, our authors are fortunate to have had the time to reflect, consult prior ways of understanding, consider multiple angles, gather data, explore possibilities, and make suggestions for how our theoretical models and practical world could better communicate the risks of natural disasters. More information and reflection on the CSZ, we hope, will lead to more action, effective preparation, and tighter communities united with common strategic efforts.

Media, Communicating Risk, and Disaster Preparedness

The success of Schulz’s article lies in its skillful combination of scientific research, summaries of the destruction of past earthquakes and quotes that lend themselves to becoming easy, sharable sound bytes on the scope of the disaster at hand. As FEMA’s regional director told her: “everything west of Interstate 5 will be toast” (para. 12). The news spread quickly. The risk felt real. Around dinner tables and across related academic fields, everyday citizens and experts discussed the threat.

Eight days after Schulz’s original article was published, she wrote a follow-up article: “How to Stay Safe When the Big One Comes,” which reinforced the scale of the disaster, offering a further analogy: “the Cascadia earthquake is going to hit the Pacific Northwest [PNW] like a rock hitting safety glass, shattering the region into thousands of tiny areas, each isolated from one another and all extremely difficult to reach” (para. 14). As the article’s title implies, Schulz offers clear steps that can be taken in order to prepare for the earthquake. Her initial article had caused such a strong reaction that she needed to follow up with what to do when the Big One came. In a region where earthquakes had not before composed part of the social, economic, or cultural fabric, earthquake emergency preparedness kits were selling out. Families devised emergency plans. Partners agreed on meeting places if they were separated at the time of disaster. Homeowners arranged for seismologists to examine their homes and strapped down hot water heaters for the first time. Everyone tried to calculate the odds of the disaster occurring in his or her lifetime. Schulz’s articles had not only effectively communicated the risk, but also began to mobilize the public to prepare.

Paramount to the way natural disasters are understood and reacted to are the ways the media communicate before, during, and after the disaster, which potentially make the difference between keeping an individual or community safe and alive. Communication regarding natural disasters follows the same trajectory of all journalism: the when, why, where, who, and how are central to the story and make sense of what is going on. Not only are these facts important to anticipating and dealing with natural disasters; they are also imperative to educating the public and predicting how we can best approach natural disaster management.

When discussing a future natural disaster, aggregate media coverage leads to heightened anticipation, as is true of the reportage on any potential threat. For example, if there are numerous stories on crime in a neighborhood, residents tend to feel particularly vulnerable and fearful for their safety (see Agenda Setting Theory; e.g., McCombs & Reynolds, 2002). Similarly, when the media begin to focus on how to prepare for a specific disaster or emergency, the public begin to sense that it is bound to happen. Nonetheless, Parmer and colleagues (2016) have argued that in the context of natural disasters, the media does not tend to help the public transform that fear into understanding and action. The findings suggest that natural disaster articles are more apt to be empathic in tone than other risk topics and tend to lack information on “accountability” instead reflecting “news organizations’ assumptions about natural processes of the earth or a lack of awareness or understanding of how human decisions contribute to natural disasters” (p. 1220). While some natural disasters may be caused by human actions (e.g., hurricanes have been linked to global warming) others, such as earthquakes, seem to be in a class of their own in determining “predictability” and “accountability.” Therefore, the influence of news coverage of earthquake disasters on public understanding may best be investigated by looking at the communication of disaster preparation.

Often, the goal of the media in providing public information about potential disasters is to help prepare society for said disaster and thereby mitigate devastating consequences. However, despite media outreach and education, research shows that public participation in preparing for potential risks is low (Paton, 2003) and may in fact be a waste of resources if the disaster does not actually occur. This may be one reason that news coverage of natural disasters is often seen as reactive instead of proactive. Social media channels have been particularly effective and useful in disseminating and sharing valuable “in-time” or reactive types of natural disaster information (Imran, Elbassuoni, Castillo, Diaz, & Meier, 2013). During natural disasters, research suggests that social media messages should not simply relay information and provide awareness about the event; they should also support the coordination of individuals during emergency response (Imran, Castillo, Diaz, & Vieweg, 2015). Facilitating public coordination during the preparation process and providing a sense of the risk at hand makes social media messages that much more impactful during any natural disaster.

If coverage is to be more proactive and give people the tools they need to take action before an event occurs, it may need to cause an initial reaction of panic, as we saw with Schulz’s article. Effective risk communication tends to arouse fear (Paek, Oh, & Hove, 2016), bring awareness of the risk, and inspire the type of information gathering that ultimately decreases fear (Lee & Hawkins, 2016) and may reduce the overall sense of uncertainty and risk.1

The role of the media in risk communication has also been explored through Vested Interest (VI) theory, which suggests that there are five attitudes that predict behavior: stake, salience, certainty, immediacy, and self-efficacy (Crano, 1997). Specific research shows that to improve the effectiveness of mass-mediated disaster messages, readers need to have the perception both of their personal susceptibility to the disaster and of the efficacy of taking preparatory action (Adame & Miller, 2015). Behavioral intentions to mitigate risk can be best predicated by messages that increase vested interest. More information and awareness of risk, however, does not necessarily produce better-prepared individuals. A meta-analysis of the literature on the link between risk perception and individual preparation for natural disasters illustrates that there is not a direct relationship between high risk perception and individual preparation; individuals with a heightened sense of risk do not necessarily engage in preparedness measures (Wachinger, Renn, Begg, & Kuhlicke, 2013). The authors of the study give three reasons for this “risk perception paradox”: (1) Individuals understand the risk but have little motivation to change their circumstances and the potential benefits of not being prepared (e.g., moving, paying for insurance, etc.) outweigh the associated costs (literal and figurative) of preparation; (2) Individuals understand the risks but determine that they are not directly responsible for their actions and instead count on the preparation of other people/organizations; and (3) Individuals understand the risks but do not feel capable of affecting the situation (p. 1054).

In addition, the relationship between media content and risk perception has become more complex with the increasing number of digital media platforms. Some scholars have argued that the media’s influence on risk perception may be minimal and is effective only if the risk is covered often (e.g., information is easily available for consumption; Wahlberg & Sjoberg, 2000). Contrary to more recent research (Paek, Oh, & Hove, 2016), Wahlberg and Sjoberg found that the media more easily influence general rather than personal risk perception due to the impersonal nature of general media content. Because social media is also used to facilitate interpersonal relationships, it may affect individual response levels to natural disaster risk. Further research is needed to parse out the ways different media channels interact with risk behaviors.

Our nonstop media and social media environment has created endless possibilities to encounter multiple messages of overlapping media content, creating potential synergy or, on the opposite end of the spectrum, apathy and desensitization. A recent study looking at social media channels indeed indicates that an interest in natural disasters varies widely based on geography (Yang, Mei, Zhao, & Chen, 2017), illustrating the likely importance of prior knowledge and familiarity of the natural disaster as well as the cultural and social framework in which messages are sent and received.

Examining the influence of the media and social media is only one way we can analyze and advance the communicative lens of preparing for natural disasters and understanding risk. There may be tensions between information in the media and how that information lives in the knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and actions of individuals and communities. In order to further build on our understanding of the intersection between humanity and natural disasters, we selected and compiled the
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