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Effective Communication 
about Fire Management: 

Observations from 20 years of research



Or, a learning journey in seven 
documents…..

• Many similar findings throughout the 
documents

• Provide different angles for thinking about 
each

• Views can change as learn more
• However, more common is to have key 

ideas re-enforced or added nuance 
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• Mitigation is a Preventive Action:  something 
adopted to protect current lifestyle from 
potential threat (as opposed to something 
adopted to potentially improve future through 
increased $, knowledge, or comfort.) 

• Actions that decrease uncertainty are adopted 
more readily than those that do not. 

• Preventive innovations generally do little to 
decrease uncertainty so tend to have slow 
adoption rate: 

• “the undesired event may, or may not, occur if 
the innovation is not adopted. So the desired 
consequences of a preventive innovation are 

uncertain. Under such circumstances, the 
individual’s motivation to adopt are rather 

weak” (Rogers 1983: 171). 
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Diffusion of Innovations



Therefore it may be useful to 
consider more certain benefits of 

an action; how it may be 
complimentary to or improve 

everyday life (improves aesthetics,  
increased wildlife visibility, etc.).
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Diffusion of Innovations



• Drunk driving
• Drug usage
• Smoking
• HIV/AIDS
• Child immunization

Social marketing:
Change Behavior and/or 

Social Norms
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“Many believe that if we wish to 
change people’s attitudes or 
behaviors we only need to 
educate them.  However, 
simply providing information, 
although necessary is rarely 
sufficient to change behavior.  
Information campaigns are 
often ineffective because they 
ignore the motives behind 
behavior.”   

We need to educate the 
public.

Information Deficit?
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Understand your audience
• Multiple audiences

– Tailor info for them 
– Avoid saying what audience already knows
– Relate to what audience cares about and is 

interested in
• Deal with misconceptions

– Avoid preconceived notions

• Identify different resource limitations
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Best communication mode? 
• Mass media?

– Most effective for raising awareness levels
– Not so good at changing behavior/attitudes

“Changing behavior is not a matter of simply 
creating an informational message; rather, it is a 

process where barriers, preferences, and the 
desire for involvement must all be considered.”
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Behavior Change =
Interactive Communication……
• Especially important for complex topics as it 

allows for questions, clarifications, building trust 

McCaffrey – RMRS Webinar- April 20, 2022



Risk
• Vast majority of people know they live in 

high fire risk areas
• Public conception of fire risk considers 

hazard, ignition sources, and potential 
negative consequences – human and 
environmental.

• Findings indicated fire risk information is 
being communicated effectively. 

• Risk perception not a simple utilitarian 
calculation based on probability and 
outcomes. 

Martin, Raish & Kent 2008)
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Risk
Evidence that residents in fire prone areas 
are comfortable with the risk at some level.
• Risk Tolerance - those who are not comfortable 

with the wildfire risk chose not to live there.  
• Trade-off with benefits - individuals who have decided that living in or 

near wildland areas is desirable see the trade-off between benefits 
and risk exposure as acceptable. 

We want our kids to experience living on a piece of beautiful, beautiful 
land ….. You can go out on the trail, right from your door, and see wildlife 

and be right in nature. So that [fire] risk is worth that. . . . 

Individuals exposed to the same risk may respond differently based on their 
interpretations of a variable array of [environmental] factors ….and personal 
considerations, such as risk tolerance and perceived benefits of exposure. 
Given this complexity, it is not surprising to find a variety of reactions and 

responses to the same wildfire risk.
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Best practices is risk and crisis communication:  
Implications for natural hazards management 

(Steelman and McCaffrey 2013)

1. Engage in interactive 
processes or dialogue

2. Strive to understand 
the social context in 
which the threat is 
situated
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Best practices is risk and crisis communication:  
Implications for natural hazards management 

(Steelman and McCaffrey 2013)

3. Provide honest, timely, 
accurate, and reliable 
information

4. Work with credible 
sources, including 
authority figures when 
appropriate

5. Communicate before and 
during (and after) crisis
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Public Understanding of: 
Fire’s Role in the Ecosystem & of Fuels Treatments

• Consistent evidence public 
has a good, often 
sophisticated, 
understanding of fire 
ecology, including 
beneficial ecological role of 
fire.

• 80% see prescribed fire 
and thinning as 
appropriate management 
tools 

Over 60 studies
Eight Essential Questions

Surveys, focus groups, interviews
GTR-NRS-104  (2012)
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Public Understanding of: 
Fire’s Role in the Ecosystem & of Fuels Treatments

Knowledge and Trust (in treatment implementers) 
main predictors of Treatment Acceptance 

• Forest health generally parallel and sometimes more dominant 
consideration that reducing fire risk for informing treatment 
acceptance

• Ecological benefits particularly important for prescribed fire

• Concern about negative outcomes (smoke, escape) can affect 
approval …..but concern decreases with increased knowledge of 
ecological benefits and trust in treatment implementers

McCaffrey – RMRS Webinar- April 20, 2022



2015 Follow up Synthesis (2011-2015)
Findings re-enforce (and provide nuance) previous findings

Local context matters
• Place attachment shapes 

actions. 
• Whether or not local 

knowledge and context are 
taken into account can 
influence response

• Preparedness programs that 
take local context and 
knowledge into account are 
more effective in fostering 
preparedness and building 
community capacity.
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Complexity of Risk Interpretation
– Wildfire information increases assessments of fire 

probability but not of consequences
– Perceived consequences but not probability associated 

with increased preparedness actions
– Perceived benefits of risk exposure largest single 

contributor in predicting acceptance of both prescribed 
fire and thinning

Rather than focusing on fire risk alone, the most 
effective means of increasing acceptance and 

preparedness may mean taking the potential benefits of 
risk exposure into more overt consideration.  
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2015 Follow up Synthesis



Two different angles of Benefits
• Trade-off with risk exposure

• Certainty vs. Uncertainty 
(benefit to everyday life vs. uncertain future fire)
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Risk vs. Benefit



• Less complex understanding of a topic associated with 
more extreme, but unstable views

• More complex understanding on a topic leads to 
more moderate but stable views
– Generally leads to less polarization of attitudes and reduced 

social conflict.
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Integrative 
Complexity



Integrative 
Complexity

• “Oversimplified messaging intended to maintain high 
acceptability” has potential to increase polarization if:
– The sources is not trusted
– The wrong tone is used
– People are exposed to contradictory messaging

(Mylek and Schirmer 2019)
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Language and Framing Matters but….
• Simplification can be Counterproductive 

– Words: Devastating, Catastrophic, ?
– Binary:  Good vs Bad, Now vs Later 
– Catchphrases or Labels

• Educate the Public
• Social License

• There is no magic language/phrase – what 
resonates with one group may not for 
another
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Takeaways
• Continually assess your notion of ‘imagined public’ 

with empirical reality
• Assess your notion of ‘imagined problem’ with 

empirical reality
• Key Dynamics to Consider in Wildfire 

Communication
– Interactive? 
– Trust?
– Local Context? 
– Benefits?
– Everyday Lives? 
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Final Takeaways
• Assume Less, Ask and Listen More
• Its not about selling something but helping 

people understand who we are, what we do, and 
why we are doing it.
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Continual and interactive communication with the public 
about new strategies and the reasons for their use may 

help foster understanding and acceptance of the 
changes.…..providing people with clear and specific 

information that takes into account local conditions can 
help minimize the inherent uncertainty of a natural hazard 

and in so doing help minimize potential dissatisfaction. 
(Steelman and McCaffrey 2013)



Questions?  Comments?
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