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Abstract: 

Risk Communication is central to determine the role of different institutional agents in 

the process of definition and analysis of chemical risk, essentially public administration 

and private corporations. The forms of talking about risk respond to different logics 

according to organizational identity, professional cultures, or  bureaucratic procedures. 

Both the uncertain nature of chemical risk and the ways of approaching to its definition 

produce false dichotomies. Among them are remarkable the distinction of acute and 

chronic risk, institutional and social risk, centralised and descentralised management, 

and so on. The communicative practices in Tarragona’s industrial site highlight the 

contradictions with all dualities identified. To confront these dilemmas, it should be 

positive to joint better the institutional definitions with its communicative practices.  

 

 



What are the risks that attract institutional attention? Why do particular proceedings 

become priority? What are the factors that affect the real and perceived competence of 

bureaucratic risk management? These are some of the questions that are being asked 

about the institutional dimension of the processes of risk communication. The fact is 

that institutional logic encourages some risks at certain moments but ignores or turns 

away from others. From the standpoint of organization and risk management, this gives 

rise to some paradoxes, which can be summarized as the risk that it is thought will or 

will not be produced by the activities of the organizations themselves, the complex 

relations between management and regulation, which are increasingly converging, and, 

finally, the evolution and rethinking of the nature of knowledge in the area of risk 

management procedure. These cases exemplify the main dilemmas about which the 

institutional actors have to adopt a position and conceptually rethink not only their roles 

but also their practices. 

 

In that sense, our paper is derived from the working in progress on first year of the 

project ‘The process of risk communication in Tarragona: analysis of social perception 

and reception of petrochemical risk. Social participation, social communication and 

proximity communication’, financed by the Spanish Culture and Science Ministry with 

the number of reference SEJ2004-00892. The theoretical framework has been 

elaborated through the main conceptual works about more innovated risk 

communication literature (Renn, 2005; Ballantine, 2003; Bennet & Calman, 1999; 

Williamson, 2005). However, our primer objective has been to understand the 

institutional logics and practices on risk communication in Tarragona where there is one 

of the most important petrochemical cluster in the south of Europe. The results have 

been obtained thanks to the application of methodological triangulation, essentially: 

 

• Thirty in-depth interviews to the more remarkable institutional actors either 

political or corporative.  

• Observational participation of practices in planning and executed emergency 

simulacra and testing alerts signals for local communities. 

• Data analysis and intensive participation on public relations programs such as 

open door’s day on industry and use of citizen panels. 



• Documental analysis derived from institutional materials to give information 

about chemical risk for local communities via websites, clippings, dossiers, 

strategic protocols, news releases, etc. 

 

In this framework, the exhaustive analysis of definitions and practices of institutional 

roles become essential for characterizing in depth risk management processes in a 

specific spatial and temporal environment. The leading institutional figures in the 

process of communicating risk are the public administrations and businesses, which 

must overcome a variety of dualisms. Those that concern chemical risk and the 

management of institutional communication are summarized below in seven main 

dichotomies related inextricably among and between them: 

  

• Acute risk and chronic risk 

• Social risk and institutional risk 

• Institutional risk amplification in terms of intensification or attenuation 

• Information and Communication Technologies and technological risk 

• Centralization and decentralization 

• Technical and political approaching in making-decision process  

• Definitions against practices   

 

All of them if are understanding as dualisms interfere with good practices in the 

management and communication of risk. On the contrary, they have to be understood 

from an integrating perspective in terms of dualities. This means that these dichotomies 

are more apparent than real, and what needs to be done is to find how they are 

interlinked. So then, their significance and value must be considered together and not 

separately. Conceptually, the first pitfall to be overcome has to do with where is 

communication, which has often been accepted only as one more part of risk 

management when actually becomes the crucial crossroad. The challenge is to position 

risk communication among the transversal priorities of both the administrations and 

businesses, linking it to the other processes of whole risk analysis. In this respect, 

calculating, managing and communicating risk are connected, as inseparable 

procedures, which feed off one another. 

 



1. Acute risk and chronic risk 

 

In any process of risk communication in an industrial setting which uses potentially 

dangerous products that can affect safety, health and the environment of the surrounding 

communities and territories, the managing institutions have to deal with two types of 

very different risk (Horlick-Jones et al, 1998).  

 

On the one hand there is acute risk: the probability of the risk materializing is low but, if 

it does, the potential for damage is high. And on the other hand, there is chronic risk, 

which is complex to calculate and invisible, and has uncertain consequences. Acute risk 

is imminent and can be planned, while chronic pain is postponed, diffuse and often 

inseparable from a whole set of intervening factors. The former can be defined and 

anticipated by imagining emergency scenes while the latter is indefinable and 

surrounded by a cognitive uncertainty fed by the contradictions between the experts and 

its unknown effects. In acute risk, the key words are safety, control and the prevention 

while in chronic risk they are health, environment and precaution. 

 

The basic assumption of modern philosophy on safety in high-risk industries is that 

accidents can be prevented through control measures designed to continuously reduce 

risks. In these sorts of industries, the potentially catastrophic consequences of errors or 

failures means that they cannot be accepted, so the creative and proactive capacities of 

businesses and administrations must be thought out in advance because of the 

impossibility of adopting a trial-and-error approach. Of particular importance among the 

proactive abilities that the risk organizations have to foster are those that are designed to 

think the unthinkable through plans, designs and simulations based on what could 

happen and not on what really happens. Paradoxically, then, companies at risk organize 

themselves to cope with the acute risk associated with potential failure and not success. 

Therefore, the communicative strategy to follow leaves very little room for actions other 

than those in which the acute risk arises: accidents. 

 

Otherwise, chronic risk is the patrimony of scientific specialists who have been trained 

and have the capacity to analyze it. However, these scientists are funded and employed 

by the administrations and companies who have to put the controls into practice and 

carry out the studies on the quality of life and the health of citizens or the tolerable 



thresholds of air, water and soil pollution. So the definition of the parameters is highly 

controversial and complex: it can give rise to hardly conclusive interpretations and is 

incomprehensible to all those who do not belong to the specialty of the reference 

scientific community. This uncertainty means that it is extremely difficult to know what 

and how something that is not known for sure should be communicated. Although 

chronic risk is invisible and its effects will always depend on such factors as exposure, 

dosage or the results of scientific research, it becomes clearly visible and a daily 

concern for all those who live in the vicinity of chemical industries, either because they 

can see columns of smoke or storage tanks or perceive the bad smells coming from the 

industrial production processes. 

 

Acute risk involves drafting an emergency plan in order to respond to the informative 

needs of those who should act in a responsible fashion if there is an accident, which, 

curiously, is highly improbable. In an attempt to change public behaviour in emergency 

situations, institutions preventatively communicate this acute risk to the local 

communities so that they have greater functional knowledge of risk and the associated 

technology. In this respect, studies should be made of how the mechanisms that amplify 

risk in society are triggered when the worst possible scenario is envisaged and 

communicated. 

 

In chronic risk, the instruments of institutional communication are determined by other 

factors and logics. Both the administration and companies have much greater scope for 

explaining their investments in improving the environment, their agreement and joint 

projects for consolidating the sustainable development of the region, their plans for 

ensuring that they are well integrated in the local communities and their efforts to 

increase social welfare and the quality of health, etc. 

 

Although it cannot be asserted that there is a negative correlation between one and the 

other, it cannot be denied that they both form a dualism, as if they were contradictory, 

and that they need to be transformed into a duality so that they complement each other. 

In fact, they affect each other reciprocally; they are two sides of the same coin. For 

example, the general public can feel greater aversion for low-probability risks with 

major consequences than for high-probability risks with less important consequences 

even if the collective consequences could be identical.  



From the point of view of management logic, it is necessary to evaluate how the 

processes of institutional risk amplification are contributed to increase or attenuate the 

risk perception and practices of social reception. 

 

2. Institutional risk amplification: intensification or attenuation? 

 

What is more essential, it should be pointed out that institutions have the role of risk-

amplification stations as producers or managers. Institutional risk communicators 

become amplification stations by prefiguring the concerns of the public and putting 

certain issues in the public eye. Information about risk alters social perception and 

generates unforeseen consequences that must be considered and evaluated. The social 

amplification of risk can trigger a perceptive imbalance that leads us away from a 

proper understanding of the process, and of the role that the leading figures play in 

managing and controlling it, and even away from assimilating the actions that need to 

be provided in emergency situations.  

 

Although there are numerous legitimate agents who can inform about and intervene in 

the process, and that within each of them there are multiple voices, the greatest 

responsibility falls on the public administrators and the companies. As risk 

communicators must adopt the most proactive approach because they are the ones with 

the greatest responsibility throughout the process. Not only because of the role they play 

but also because of what others expect of them in terms of transparency and trust. 

Taking social amplification of risk framework as a reference, our turning-point is 

focused on the institutional process of risk amplification. 

 

The framework of the social amplification of risk focuses not on the direct experience of 

risk but on how collective interpretations are made: it is here that the means of 

communication or the information sources are essential for increasing or attenuating this 

process of amplification. There are two major alternatives: by one side, the perception 

of risk can be intensified often because of the multiplying role of the effects of the 

means of communication although the results are far from clear; by the other side, even 

though little work has been carried out on this issue, the perception of risk can be 

attenuated or mitigated by the positive perception of and the high level of confidence in 

institutional management. There are considerable differences, not always visible, 



between those institutions that amplify risk in accordance with their own perception and 

those that attenuate their perception in accordance with the satisfaction derived from the 

firmness of institutional responses to risk (Pidgeon, N., Kasperson, R. & Slovic, P., 

2003). In this framework, the concept of institutional attenuation is used as an inverse 

analogy to the literature of social amplification of risk. Rothstein (2003) approaches the 

issue explaining how the transposition of social amplification and attenuation concepts 

into institutional contexts has some appeal for describing the processes through which 

official’s understanding and perception of risk influence attitudes towards regulation  

 

This setting shows that there is a need to know how institutional action affects the 

increase or attenuation of social risk. That institutional dilemma, however, provides us 

with a new dualism which, just like the ones we have presented above, needs to be 

overcome if the effectiveness of the risk communication processes is not to be 

obstructed.  

 

Nevertheless, another factor should be taken into account: the spiralling of institutional 

risk (Rothstein, 2006). This can lead to potentially negative consequences if the 

regulators manage their own institutional risks at the expense of social risks, but may 

also have positive consequences if improved decision making leads to more effective 

administration of social risks. 

 

3. Social risk and institutional risk 

Social risk is the risk of damage to the health of people or to the environment on a 

collective or individual level; institutional risk, on the other hand, is defined as the 

possibility that deficient risk management will endanger the legitimacy and credibility 

of the very institutions responsible for such management. This dualism does no good to 

any of the interlocutors involved in the process of risk communication and, for this 

reason, bridges and links need to be established between the administrators and the 

administrated. 

 

In an attempt to manage uncertainty, new forms of vulnerability have arisen and 

transformed the process of risk management into a paradox, to such an extent that new 

operational and reputation risks have appeared as a result of the very effort invested in 

managing risk. Organizations that give partial explanations of the process, which are 



then institutionalized and legitimately accepted, can trigger a counterproductive logic 

that, instead of mitigating the perception of risk, increases it, or, otherwise, is incapable 

of properly warning people about what to do in emergency situations. Thus, the relation 

between organizations and risk management goes beyond concerns about health, 

environment or safety, and becomes ensnared in the procedures, as a subproduct, of the 

world of organization itself. In other, simpler words, risk is bureaucratized and 

preference is given to institutional risk rather than social risk. 

 

In this framework, we borrow the theory of risk colonization, trapped beneath this 

dualism between social and institutional risk (Rothstein et al. 2006). While the former 

deals with the threats to members of society and their environment, the latter deals with 

the threats to regulatory bodies, and the legitimacy of their rules and methods of risk 

administration. It is precisely the pressure for greater consistency, transparency and 

responsibility in the regulation of social risks that generates institutional risk and reveals 

the inevitable limitations of the regulation processes. 

 

The theory of risk colonization first expresses all risks as objects of regulation and as 

useful instruments for reflexively managing the resulting institutional threats. Within 

that posing, the institutional strategies aim to protect and legitimize their own actions. 

The theory then goes on, however, to trigger a controversy between the management of 

social and institutional risks that leads to a never-ending spiral in which the very 

process of regulating social risks generates the institutional ones, which in turn forces 

social risks to be taken into account in various ways. In other words, the systems of 

regulation become subject to regulation, in an environment of pressure being brought to 

bear on their own actions and decisions. The aims are concealed by the procedures and 

contradictions are generated in the definition and the practices of risk communication, 

with the hypothetical hostile reaction from the audience, and the resulting lack of 

credibility and trust in the management institutions. 

 

These reflexive institutional dynamics have the following main dangers: 

 

1. The bureaucratization of risk 

The increasing complexity of organizing risk management protocols and procedures can 

discourage the institutional actors involved and the multiplication of regulation 



measures can cause a lack of effectiveness. This perverse effect can even trigger the 

phenomenon of institutional attenuation which leads to the mitigation of perceptions of 

risk among its managers and inspectors or make the political measures associated with 

risk bureaucracies incomprehensible. Hierarchies, the fragmentation of objectives and 

professional uncertainty consolidate a bureaucratized organization that acts to legitimate 

itself almost autonomously from social concerns. These interferences in management 

procedures prevent criteria of evaluation from being drawn up and responsibilities from 

being transparently attributed. Neither can long-term political structures be consolidated 

that do not depend on opportunities, and individual, unconnected decisions. On top of 

this, the situation is made worse by increasing institutional fragmentation. 

 

2. Institutional fragmentation 

The pronounced institutional fragmentation can be seen both in the legislation and in the 

various levels of administration, but also in the companies and research centres or 

groups. The huge number of authorities, spokesmen, agreements, pacts and regulations 

have a dysfunctional impact that is closely connected to the increasing bureaucratization 

of risk.  

 

In the petrochemical belts of Tarragona, this situation is heightened by the diffuse 

organization of the public administration. Different interests clash when dealing with 

this problem and are usually divided into departments such as environment, health, 

industry, town planning, home affairs or education and areas of political influence such 

as the European Union, state, autonomous community, local administration and 

municipality. All in all the scenario makes it very difficult for the public administration 

to achieve effective institutional organization. 

 

The fragmentation of the institutional dimension of industries is due to the divergent 

interests of the corporations. The concurrence between the various companies that 

belong to the same sector makes it extremely complex to distinguish between what 

affects the whole of the sector and what affects some of the companies in particular. The 

negative aspects of industrial activities tend to be assumed by the sector as a whole 

while the positive aspects are attributed to the corporate and communicative policies of 

individual companies. In this respect, then, there is no joint communication policy that 

is sufficiently visible to have a bearing on the overall process. 



 

In administrative and business terms, this industrial fragmentation presents other 

dilemmas of organization that are often expressed in the following dichotomies derived 

from the internal communication strategies: centralization or decentralization, ICTs or 

technological risk and technical and political cultures. 

 

4. Information and Communication Technologies and technological risk 

 

There are other sorts of dualisms which the institutional actors have to work on: for 

example, the close relation between technology and risk. This relation becomes 

paradoxical because the use of the information and communication technologies (ICTs) 

by the institutions is potentially an extremely useful innovation. However, they can 

actually generate risk, thus making it very difficult to know whether the technological 

risk is greater than the potential of the ICTs to mitigate risk or vice versa.  

 

The emergence of Internet, the implementation of high-capacity communication 

networks, the development of computer systems and programs that enable simulation 

theatres to be created, the advances in telecommunications with GPS (Global 

Positioning Systems) or the interconnection of powerful databases have all led to 

improvements in risk management. All in all, the availability of advanced management 

equipment connected to information networks and databases, means both greater 

control and greater risk. Control is often implemented by applying the technique of 

prevention, which involves simulating emergency situations and carrying out tests or 

drills. Technology has been an ally in this task of “simulating reality”, which centres 

for civil responsibility or chemical companies have spent so much time on. Even so, we 

have to understand rather potential drawbacks of using ICTs which are finally shaped 

by social practices and cultural system where are in ongoing process of integrating.  

 

5. Centralization or decentralization 

On both the administrative and corporate level, the opposition between centripetal and 

centrifugal flows must be dealt with. Conventionally, the process of planning and 

preventing emergency situations requires some extremely hierarchized command 

structures in order to respond to the industrial fragmentation. Only in this way can these 

structures provide a clear guide for what has to be done and a well-defined list of tasks. 



The philosophy behind this vertical structure is based on the imposition of well-

coordinated roles and tasks belonging to predefined categories of accident scenarios and 

emergency responses, which avoid the problem of dispersion and ensure the basic 

channels of communication for the rapid flow of information. 

 

Nevertheless, these hierarchized structures tend to be quite inflexible when assigning 

the priorities to be applied in the field. Unexpected situations do not adapt to 

preconceived structures and lead to delayed responses or responses that are 

inappropriate to real situations. Those involved in tasks of prevention may have roles 

that are excessively specific that do not allow them to make sense of the response 

system as a whole. In this dilemma, the process of improving risk communication 

during emergencies must shorten the distance between what is known, what is put into 

practice and what the professionals assume. 

 

At the corporate level, the dilemma can be seen in the complex evolution of risk 

communication. In its most advanced stage, it requires a symmetrical model in the 

double sense that business organizations promote research and dialogue to manage 

conflicts, to improve understanding and to construct links with the public. It is 

extremely difficult to reach this stage because within companies there are different 

competing conceptions and even different perceptions of the communicative threats and 

strategies that need to be implemented. If, on top of this, we consider that numerous 

companies in the same industrial sector and in the same field have different priorities, in 

accordance with their respective corporate cultures (size, type of activity, etc.), the 

tension between centralization and decentralization from a communication standpoint 

becomes a fundamental issue, open to discussion. 

 

6. Technical and political approaching in decision-making processes  

 

In private organizations and government administrations, decisions are the markers for 

action in order to evaluate the level of accomplishment or failure. Within this, the 

particularities of political and technical decisions involve high levels of potential 

conflict in terms of criteria according to the dependence to other actors or not, levels of 

specialization, or in focusing on ends rather than means. In order to get the exact mix of 

technical vs. political approach in risk communication process, there are multiple 



participants from both inside and outside the organization which can shape the effects of 

decision content from diverse and contradictory factors.       

 

From the chemical companies overviews, the strategic place where is situated the risk 

communication department determines how position is playing each one on the whole 

sector and in what sense there are different corporative logics in competence. At the 

level of public management, the political actors make orders according their own style 

that more often than not disturb and get into contradictions with technical criteria which 

operate through specialized knowledge and practical considerations.      

 

To finish, and bearing in mind that the transformation of all these dualisms into dualities 

is one of the challenges of risk communication for the major institutional actors, we will 

focus on the often contradictory nexus between what the institutional actors say and 

what they do. 

 

7. Definitions against practices 

 

If we leave to one side the merely descriptive definition of risk communication and we 

focus on it from a broader perspective, it should be inscribed as an integral part of risk 

management, which is the process of identifying, evaluating, selecting and 

implementing actions to reduce risk to human health and ecosystems. On the 

understanding that in modern societies differences with regard to risk are inevitable, the 

main task of risk communication is to deal with conflicting visions and interests not 

only to prevent the disputes about risk definition processes from escalating but also to 

minimize the differences when risks are evaluated, or, at least, to present the 

disagreements in a rational, balanced way. 

 

Understanding risk communication as a process shaped by the definitions and the 

practices of the actors involved, we find ourselves in the position that they all necessary 

to deal with it and that by themselves none of them can do anything. An individual 

focus on the problem impoverishes its joint interpretation. The main challenges and 

opportunities that are derived from the risk communication process as a public policy 

are to break away from the specific logics that enmesh a whole range of cultures: the 

administration, business, experts or scientists, media and civil society or social 



interlocutors. The result of this process shapes a new reality in which the individual 

visions of public relations, administrative management, and research on media effects, 

corporate communication or social mobilizations are insufficient in their own right. In 

risk communication processes, institutional definitions and practices must be shared in 

terms of mutual concessions. In order to transform all these challenges, it is essential to 

be coordinated and to be able to convert them in opportunities that can be exploited 

positively. 

 

Unfortunately, we may find ourselves in a scenario in which citizen involvement is 

minimal. This distorts the decisions taken by those in charge, trapped by the position of 

the public between the defence of an apparent stability that is based on biased interests 

and the unpredictability of a potentially conflictive ideological situation. In neither case 

does risk communication focus sufficiently on the real problem: how can institutional 

logics participate effectively on the social perception and reception of risk? After all, the 

social responsibility of the leading actors cannot shelter behind the lack of citizen 

involvement. This collective responsibility of the administrations, companies, scientists 

and media must be above all this and contribute to the effective improvement and the 

whole risk communication process. 

 

Bringing discourse and reality closer together is a complex task which is further 

complicated because nobody is often prepared to accept in their discourse what they are 

doing in their practices. And what is more, when there is no single paradigm that can be 

used to determine actions, the confusion between what should be done and reality is 

enormous. For all these reasons, the institutional dimension of risk communication 

deserves exhaustive analysis that highlights the unavoidable nexus between definitions 

and practices, both of which form an essential duality to promote and strengthen the 

process of risk communication as a public policy. 

 

 

 

 

Toward an integral policy of risk communication 

 



Institutional roles have both descriptive and prescriptive features. All the institutional 

actors involved in the process of communicating risk must assume their responsibilities 

with complete transparency. Nevertheless, the issue ends up by having more to do with 

how this responsibility is shared, how it is apportioned between them or how it affects 

their discourse or their practice. Indeed, institutional roles should never be presented as 

being in opposition but as complementing one another. The main responsibility of risk 

administrators is to manage the whole process and find common ground where joint 

decisions can be made. However, as a result of the complexity, uncertainty and 

ambiguity of the situation, this frontier is far from clear and even what is regarded as 

being institutional integrity is subject to varying interpretations. 

 

Most investigations on risk perception pay little attention to what organizations can or 

should do to promote, guide or intervene in risk communication processes. Institutional 

communication focuses on the fields of administrative, corporate, scientific, journalistic 

and social communication and also on communication from the intra- and inter-

institutional perspective. On a higher level, public communication about risk is subject 

to judgment. In the final analysis, if inclusion, transparency and democracy are values 

that are widely accepted by society, and ifat least to some extentthey are 

institutionalized through legislation, there can be no response other than public 

inclusion and transparency in risk management, as indeed the emerging approaches to 

risk communication claim. The administrations and political actors, as well as business 

corporations and scientific communities have to respond to this task, which is common 

to all of them and the other interlocutors. 

 

It is precisely the chemical industry that has taken the lead in promoting its relations 

with its public and communities. After the tragedy at Bhopal, chemical plants were 

affected by a crisis of public confidence which, particularly in the United States, led to 

an active attempt by the industries to win back their credibility with more controlled and 

more competent activities, to such an extent that they went beyond a considerable 

toughening of the regulations. Between 1985 and the present day, chemical companies 

have seen that they must ensure their survival with dialogue and cooperation with 

society, and thus prevent themselves from becoming a source of conflict. Corporations 

have seen that risk communication is an instrument that can mitigate the rejection of the 

chemical industry. 



 

From an internal point of view, the various programs implemented by the administration 

are characterized by responsibilities being shared between levels of government and 

units or departments from the same institution. Administrative procedures end up being 

the confluence not only of suprastate and transnational integration processes but also of 

agreements from substate levels of the administration. Thus, paradoxically, the 

inefficiencies of a public policy that focuses on the state as the administrative unit give 

way to more polycentric, plural and decentralized policies, which are also quite complex 

and potentially more controversial because they require a network of actors prepared to 

cooperate by constructing commitments and coalitions in order to overcome application 

problems and to provide a coherent driving force behind public policies. 

The OECD document on risk communication for the management of chemical risk 

itemizes the main issues that have to be worked on and which can be applied to sectors 

other than the chemical sector (OECD, 2002: 11):  

 

• Information must be provided to the public about chemical products and their 

risks (with particular emphasis on the difference between hazards and risks). 

• Information must be provided on the process risk assessments and taking 

decisions about risk management. This should include a description of the 

various actors and procedures involved in both tasks. 

• Effective, two-way communication must be organized. 

• The trust and credibility in all the actors in risk assessment and management 

process must be stimulated. 

• Stakeholders must be involved in the conflict-solving process.  

 

Recently, the European Union has implemented directives and policies addressing the 

issue of risk communication but, the basic structure is not solid enough. As well as 

providing stakeholders and the public with access to information, these directives and 

policies have been open to consultation. However, the shortcomings detected have 

highlighted the need to implement a specific risk communication policy for several 

reasons (STARC, 2006: 132-33): 

• Hazards and risk are increasing. 

• Existing policies are neither coherent, nor consistent. 



• Political guidance is needed. 

• The existing impact assessment policy does not meet all the requirements of a 

sound risk communication policy. 

• An integral risk communication policy would facilitate participation by 

stakeholders and other interested policies in decision-making and thereby 

strengthen our democratic roots. 

 

Other key elements in the design, drafting and effectiveness of a risk communication 

policy should be (STARC, 2006:136-139):  

 

• Interlocutors and public should be effectively involved in the decision-making 

process, opening it up to widespread consultation so as to increase quality. 

• Decisions about risk should be periodically reviewed in the light of new 

information about the uncertainty associated with a particular risk. Likewise, the 

risk policy as a whole should be reviewed so that is effectiveness can be 

assessed and improved. 

• These measures should be taken in all the phases of risk analysis, calculation 

and management, bearing in mind the various risk factors, vulnerabilities and 

degrees of uncertainty. 

• The political measures should specify the roles of the risk assessors, managers, 

stakeholders, interested parties, public authorities, and public and scientific 

experts. This delimitation of responsibilities should encourage more effective 

participation. 

• No decision should be presented as having been taken exclusively by one of the 

actors, and technological potential should be taken advantage of for 

communication and debate. 

•  The information provided must be interpreted clearly and regularly by non-

experts. 

 

To sum up, an integral risk communication policy should draw stakeholders, stake 

seekers and the public closer to the institutions and increase the quality and 

effectiveness of incorporating social values. The right to take part is not enough; proper 

representation and really participatory involvement must be ensured. In this way, the 



declining confidence in the ability of institutions to stimulate public understanding and 

more effective support for decision taking would be interrupted. For all these reasons, a 

common policy and guidelines that can be applied to the overall risk communication 

process seem to be highly desirable. In fact, the only way to accept an environment of 

uncertainty is to include society’s approaches to the appropriate level of protection and 

social welfare, prevention and precaution. This is why it is so important to translate all 

this to the specific reality of a petrochemical belt such as the one in Tarragona. 

 

However, these aims are not easy to apply because of the interferences produced in and 

between the institutional organisations. Against rhetorical advices for promoting social 

participation and sharing the decision making process, the institutional reality 

determines the field on opposite sense. Public administration and private corporations 

try imposing procedures, protocols and a sort of join ventures inside which the 

communication process is closed to external communities and is used as a kind of 

institutional sheltering. In fact, without fixing clear priorities to convey it is much more 

difficult go further in the implementation of an effective risk communication process. 

Hypothetically, risk perception is being affected by institutional relationship which 

shows lack of transparency. As a consequence, it is generating loss of credibility, major 

distances in relation with the communities, and social apathy. 

 

In conclusion, the institutional logics must be considered previous to the risk 

communication process. It is not possible to improve the relationship with communities 

without taking into account before how institutions are coordinated or not, how they 

interact, in what way think about social perception, and so on. To seek partial answers 

to the whole process often responds to managerial needs, organisational pitfalls or 

corporative interests. From an institutional point of view, the major improvements to 

obtain may be based on narrowing the gaps between what is known, what is practised 

and what is assumed. As main risk communicators, both public administrations and 

private corporations, become key stations in the social amplification process, shaping 

the nature of public concerns or promoting apathy and placing risks, or not, society’s 

agenda. The institutional decision structures raise intrinsic problems that affect the 

interaction among them as well as the external communication towards local 

communities.  
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