
Tanja Perko

vice president of SHARE & SCK CEN, Belgium                 

tperko@sckcen.be

NORM X & RICOEMT: Utrecht, 9-13 May 2022

Risk and Health communication 
about NORM: from theory to practice



ISC: RestrictedReference

Objectives

To recall a basis of:

- Risk perception

- Risk communication

- Trust

- Qualitative measurement
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Clarification of terms: from hazard to behaviour
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Clarification of terms: from hazard to behaviour
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Risk perception game

"How does an ordinary 
citizen of your country 
perceive the potential risk 
for his/her health within the 
next 20 years from …?”

How do you perceive the 
potential risk to your health 
within the next 20 years 
from …?”

Environmental pollution; 

Radioactive waste; 

Chemical waste; 

An accident in a chemical installation; 

An accident in a nuclear installation; 

Natural radiation (from the soil or from space); 

The use of ionizing radiation for medical tests or treatments; 

The use of ionizing radiation for food sterilization; 

The use of recycled material with low levels of radioactivity for 

buildings; 

Malicious use of nuclear technologies by terrorists; 

Large scale epidemic; 

Climate crisis. 

Indoor air pollution due to radon

The presence of the natural gas- Radon

The presence of the radioactive gas - Radon
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Risk perception
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Risk perception is biased by:

• How do we think 

• What do we feel 

• Who we are

• With whom we are

• Overconfidence

“Human behaviour is primarily driven by 
perceptions and not by facts.” (Renn O., 2008)

Risk 
characteristics 

Explanation of 
influence 

Explanatory scale 
Possible 

communication 
approach 

Personal 
control 

Increases risk 
tolerance  

controllable – not 
controllable 

Practical and emotional 
involvement in risk 
governance. 

Institutional 
control 

Depends upon 
confidence in 
institutional 
performance  

trust, confidence in 
institution 

Building social and 
institutional trust in risk 
management. 

Voluntariness  
Increases risk 
tolerance  

voluntary - 
involuntary 

Stakeholder process 

Familiarity 
Increases risk 
tolerance  

familiar – not 
familiar 

Communication 
campaign makes it 
familiar 

Dread / fear 
Decreases risk 
tolerance  

fear – no fear 

Since feeling of 
helplessness triggers 
fear give the instruction 
what to do … 
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Risk communication game

Imagine that you are 
responsible authority for a 
management of the 
following risk…

"How active or passive you 
need to be in a 
communication with 
stakeholders?”

Climate crisis;

Significant NORM contamination of a land;

Insignificant NORM contamination of a land (Below legal 

norms);

The use of recycled material with low levels of 

radioactivity for buildings; 

Malicious use of nuclear technologies by terrorists; 

Indoor air pollution due to radon

NORM risks related to geothermal installations;
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Risk communication

Education

Marketing practice 

Empower citizens 
to make 

informed decisions

Is associated primarily with health communication which 

warns the public about environmental hazards and the 

risks associated with particular behaviours. 

Availability of information allows lay people to make 

informed choices about risk, so the communication 

facilitates decision making and risk awareness 

(Ferrante, 2010; Menon and Goh, 2005; Reynolds and Seeger, 2005; 

Seeger, 2006)
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Exercise

Calculate this very fast: 

 Together, a pencil and an eraser cost 2.20 euro 

 The pencil costs 2 euro more than the eraser 

 How much is the pencil ? 

Kahneman, D. (2003). Maps of bounded 

rationality: Psychology for Behavioral

Economics. American Economic Review, 

93(5), 1449-1475. 
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93(5), 1449-1475. 

2.10 

.10 

Wrong (2 euro) answer: 

• 50% of Princeton students 

• 56% of Michigan students 
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Stakeholder communication game

Imagine that you 
responsible for a 
management of the NORM 
risks related to a 
geothermal installation

"How active or passive you 
need to be in a 
communication with …?”

General public

Residents in a vicinity of the installation

Workers at the installation

With nuclear safety authorities

With local authorities (e.g. city council)
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Engagement with stakeholders in development and 
implementation of Radon Action Plans

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER 

STRATEGY 
DEVELOPMENT

Most authorities 
provide 
stakeholders with 
information on 
the RAP 

e.g. Austria, 
Slovenia 

Some countries 
consult and 
obtain 
stakeholder 
feedback on the 
RAP
e.g. Hungary, 
Portugal 

A few countries work directly with 
stakeholders or partner with them 
(associations of professionals, 
experts, regions, provinces, etc)  
throughout the development of RAP. 

e.g. France, Italy, United Kingdom 

EPA offers an office 
to coordinate RAP 
among different 
stakeholders

IMPLEMENTATION Some countries define in the RAP stakeholders responsible 
for implementation (e.g. Portugal, Spain). 

These higher levels of engagement will be necessary for an 
efficient implementation, as radon actions touch many 
different spheres of society. 

INCREASING IMPACT ON THE DECISION
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Methodological game

How happy would you describe yourself? (from very happy - to not 

happy at all)

How happy would you describe yourself? (from happy – to miserable)

How do you feel at this moment? (from very happy - to not happy at all)

Recall your the most happiest moment in your life. How happy 
do you feel in this moment comparing to this particular 
moment? (from very happy - to not happy at all)
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Methodological issues

14

SUBJECTIVE HAPPINESS SCALE (also known as General 

Happiness Scale) Reference: Lyubomirsky, S. & Lepper, H. S. 

(1999). A measure of subjective happiness: Preliminary reliability 

and construct validation. Social Indicators Research, 46, 137-155.

Questions need to be:

• Well designed

• Neutral, balanced

• Wording and order well thought

• Reliable

• Valid

• Correctly interpreted
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Trust game

Look around and chose a person:

- To ask for an advice on how to remediate your dwelling.
- To develop a communication strategy for radon action plan in your 

country.
- To tell about your health issues.
- To go for a dinner this evening.

- Go to this person an ask him/her to go out for a dinner this 
evening.
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Trust • Listen to people’s concerns 

• Select people to 
communicate that are 
“close” to people (living in 
area, use same language …)

• Train experts to 
communicate

• Don’t change the 
communicators – they have 
to be recognized

• Resolve people’s concern 

• Admit uncertainties, 
problems …

• Develop responsible 
relationship
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Empathy 

and caring 

50 % 

Competence

, expertise 

15-20% 

Dedication, 

commitment 

15-20% 

Honesty, 

openness 15-

20% 

What influences people’s trust?

Source: Renn & Levine, 1991
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Theory based, 

evidence based,

strategic! 
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SSH community

- builds capacity for SSH research in all fields 
relating to NORM

- contributes to the NORM related education 
& trainings (lectures, lessons, courses …)

ENGAGE WITH US


