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The aim of this study is to examine the impact of social trust in public risk communication in 

St Elizabeth, Jamaica. From a cultural rationality approach is social trust assumed to affect the 

public’s risk perceptions and consequently their risk behavior when it comes to natural 

disasters. Hence, social trust is assumed to have an effect of how the citizenry of Jamaica 

perceives public risk communication. The risk communication carried out by the local 

authorities (St Elizabeth Parish Council) is examined through participant observations and 

expert interviews. Furthermore, twelve citizens are interviewed to examine their risk 

perceptions, risk behavior and their perception of the public risk communication in St 

Elizabeth.  

All twelve respondents express a low level of social trust in the local authorities. Instead 

they express a great trust in media to provide them with necessary short-term risk information 

(crisis communication). As a result of this, the respondents have little knowledge about long-

term disaster preparedness. Findings in the present study can confirm that the level of social 

trust is affecting which communication channels the public chooses to utilize for risk 

communication. Therefore social trust is an important factor to have in mind when examining 

any risk communication. Also, the present study challenges previous studies emphasizing that 

dialogue is a requirement for building social trust in risk communication. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 
 

“Me have been living in the house for thirty years now. Last year, the floods 

came. Mud and water everywhere. Me had the papers in the living room, but 

now they are all gone. All the documents confirming my property registration 

are gone. Me cannot afford to pay the property taxes, and so someone else did it 

for me. This person now claims the house is his. Without property taxes or the 

documents me cannot prove the house is mine. They floods took it, and now me 

risk losing the house. What can me do?”  
 

An old lady told me this story at a public event in Jamaica a few months ago. I was working 

as a volunteer at the St Elizabeth Parish Council at an event to encourage registration of 

property in the parish of St Elizabeth. The answer to the ladies request is that nothing can be 

done. Without the documents, she cannot claim the house is hers. After someone has paid the 

property taxes for twelve years, the property will be his or her – unless someone else can 

claim to be the owner by showing a property registration.  

Jamaica is the third most exposed country when it comes to multiple natural disasters 

(United Nations, 2007:1). Hurricanes, flooding, landslides, earthquakes and tornados are just 

some examples of events threatening to cause human and economical harm in this Caribbean 

island. The old lady in Black River risked losing her house because her property registration 

had been destroyed in a natural disaster. Knowledge and disaster preparedness would not have 

stopped the flooding, but copies of the valuable documents would have mitigated the 

consequences of it.  

Members in a democracy have the right to access information important to their lives 

(United Nations, 1999). The Jamaican authorities are well aware of this human right and law 

has regulated public risk education since 1969. Present study will, from the intended 

receivers’ perspective (namely the public), examine how this public risk communication is 

carried out in Jamaica. Who is involved in the public risk communication? And whom does 

the public entrust to provide them with risk information when a natural disaster appears? 
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2. Background 

2.1. Jamaica 

Jamaica is an island nation located in the Caribbean Sea. Christopher Columbus claimed the 

island to Spain when he arrived in 1494. In 1655 British forces claimed Jamaica to belong to 

them and the island became a British colony for more than three hundred years. The majority 

of today’s population are relatives of the African slaves who were brought to Jamaica to work 

in the sugar plantations.  

Jamaica was declared independent from the United Kingdom in 1962. The economic 

growth rates increased the first decade of independence, but economic inequalities in urban 

and rural areas caused political controversies. In the 1980’s Jamaica suffered from an 

economical depression and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) offered economic support. 

However, Jamaica’s economical depression has continued up until this day (Planning Institute 

of Jamaica, 2009:XIX). Today United Nations ranks Jamaica a high human developing 

country (United Nations, 2010:146). This would mean that the public has a low level of 

material well-being and the country have severe economical and sociopolitical issues to solve 

before becoming a developed country (United Nations, 2010:146). 

Jamaica’s political and financial instability is complex. The present study addresses one 

aspect of Jamaica’s economical challenges, namely natural disasters. Tropical storms, floods, 

torrential rain, coastal erosions and landslides are just some examples of natural disasters 

causing Jamaica trouble every year.  There is no available data of total costs for Jamaica’s 

reconstruction after natural disasters, but costs of isolated disasters indicate it is a significant 

amount; in 2004 hurricane Ivan caused damages to an estimated amount of $360 million 

(Stewart, 2005:7; United Nations, 2007:61; Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2009:245). This 

amount represent 3.2 percent of Jamaica’s GDP that year (United Nations, 2007:61; Planning 

Institute of Jamaica, 2009:245). 
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2.2. Saint Elizabeth Parish 

Jamaica is a democracy in terms of free elections of the prime minister every fifth year. Free 

elections are also held for the parliament, though two political parties are dominant and other 

parties therefore have difficulties to achieve electoral success. The country is divided into 

thirteen administrative parishes. In charge of the parishes are local governments called parish 

councils. The present study will take place in one of these parishes, namely St Elizabeth.  

St Elizabeth is located in southern Jamaica and is by size one of the largest parishes. It is 

a rural area with approximately 150,000 inhabitants (United Nations, 2007:11). 

Approximately 5,700 of those live in the parish capital, Black River (Lowe, 2009:7). The St 

Elizabeth Parish Council, headquarters of fire brigade and -police, and the only hospital in the 

parish are all located to central Black River.  

 

 
 

Map of Jamaica and St Elizabeth Parish. (Source: St Elizabeth Parish Council 110323). 
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2.3. Natural disasters in St Elizabeth 

The topography in St Elizabeth varies. The northeastern communities are located in the Santa 

Cruz Mountains. Due to few natural water resources, the region is vulnerable to droughts in 

the winter. When the bushes whiter, the torrential rains causes landslides in the springtime. 

This circuit of natural disasters during the year is defined as multiple natural disasters (United 

Nations, 2007:36f).  

The southwestern communities in the parish host Jamaica’s largest morass. With the sea 

and morass close at hand, the area is exposed to flooding, storm surges and coastal erosions. 

(United Nations, 2007:18; Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2009:247).   

The official hurricane season lasts from June to November every year (United Nations, 

2007:23). Hurricanes are not reported annually, but they appear about every fifth year (Isaacs, 

2008:21; National Hurricane Center, 2011). Still, tropical depressions and tropical storms are 

reported to cause significant harm across Jamaica several times a year (United Nations 

2007:10). In addition the seasonal natural hazards are earthquakes, tsunamis and tornados 

constant threats in Jamaica (St Elizabeth Disaster Committee, 1999:1).  

Secondary effects of natural disasters can be as harmful as the disaster itself. Except the 

economical damages of natural disasters are fire and human diseases a concern in Jamaica. 

The groundwater can be contaminated and cause epidemics of cholera. The humid climate in 

the hurricane season can also cause epidemics of the mosquito-borne diseases dengue fever 

and malaria. (Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2009:246; ODPEM, 1997:13). 

 

2.4. Risk communication and crisis communication 

Response to natural disasters can be defined by two phases. The authorities have to carry out 

emergency management when a natural disaster becomes an immediate risk. Typical actions 

in emergency management are providing food supplies and open emergency shelters in public 

schools. A next step in emergency management is often to reconstruct infrastructure and to 

assist the public by replacing crops and rebuild houses. The local authorities, i.e. the parish 

councils, operate all these actions.  

Because Jamaica is exposed to numerous of natural disasters every year the parish 

councils operate emergency management on a regular basis. To reduce the human and 

economical consequences of natural disasters, the parish councils also carry out risk 

communication. This risk communication can be referred to as disaster preparedness. The 
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purpose of risk communication can be either short-term or long-term disaster preparedness.  

With short-term risk communication, the parish council wants to notify the public a natural 

disaster has been identified. At this point the public has to be updated about as for example 

available emergency shelters and if specific roads are blocked. The purpose of long-term 

disaster preparedness is to change the public’s risk behavior by changing their general 

perception of risks. Long-term risk communication is often referred to as public education 

and addresses things such as what natural disasters Jamaica are exposed to, how to build a 

safe house, where it is appropriate to settle down and how safe drinking water is prepared.  

For practical reasons, short-term and long-term risk communication in the present study 

will be distinguished by addressing them as crisis communication (short-term information) 

and risk communication (long-term information/public education). This use of the terms is 

complicated as risk communication often is often used synonymously with crisis 

communication or risk management. Hence, following discussion is a clarification of how it 

can be defined. Gunilla Jarlbro (1993) clearly distinguishes risk communication from crisis 

communication. To understand her classification, Roland Nordlund (2000:127) categorize 

risks as latent-, possible-, or immediate risks. Latent risks are things such as the green house 

effect or the risk of war. These events may very well be a risk, but the public does not 

consider them as one every day. Possible risks are statistically more likely to harm the public, 

and people need to become aware of the risk to make an individual risk assessment. A typical 

possible risk in Jamaica would be natural disasters. As soon as possible risks occur, they will 

become an immediate risk (Nordlund, 2000:127f). What in this study is defined as risk 

communication, addresses any latent- and possible risks. Thus, communication addressing 

immediate risks will be referred to as crisis communication.  

 

2.5. The structure of public risk communication in Jamaica 

Jamaican authorities have since 1969 a liability to carry out disaster preparedness and 

emergency management (St Elizabeth Disaster Committee, 1999:3). The national agency 

Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management (ODPEM) was founded as a 

direct consequence of flooding in 1979. Ever since, ODPEM has established national disaster 

action plans. Every parish council is required to have a Parish Disaster Preparedness Office 

and a Parish Disaster Coordinator (PDC), but ODPEM will assist those in case of major 

natural disasters. (United Nations, 2007:47). 
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The Jamaican parliament implemented the Local Government Reform Act in 2001. The 

purpose with the reform is to strengthen local governance in disaster preparedness and 

emergency management; to have the executive political power near the people, and by this 

encourage civil commitment in public matters (Powell & Lewis, 2008:86). The reform has 

increased the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office’s liability in disaster management. Today, 

the parish councils alone are responsible for establishing local emergency routines and to 

carry out public education concerning natural disasters (ODPEM, 1997:19f).   

When in this study refers to public risk communication, it is not only risk communication 

carried out by the political institutions. Instead, public risk communication is any risk 

communication or crisis communication directed to the Jamaican population. This means that 

any social or political institution can carry out public risk communication, no matter if they 

are authorized by the government (i.e. have political power) to carry out risk communication. 

 

 

 

3. Theory 

3.1. Risk communication 

Risk communication can be defined as ‘any public or private communication that informs 

individuals about the existence, nature, form, severity or acceptability of risks’ (Krimsky & 

Plough, 1987:6). The purpose of risk communication is public education, but it is also a 

process for the sender to improve its ‘understanding of public values and concerns’ and ‘to 

increase mutual trust and credibility’ (Keeney & von Winterfeldt, 1986:420f). 

Lars-Erik Warg (2000) distinguishes risk communication from risk information. The 

purpose of risk information is to transfer a message from the sender to a receiver, whereas 

risk communication implies an information exchange in both directions (Warg, 2000:50f). 

The outcome of risk communication is more developed than risk information; risk 

communication aims at creating a population with an ability to make independent decisions 

related to latent- at possible risks (Warg, 2000:51). The Local Reform Act (2001) and the 

Parish Disaster Committee (1999) suggest the Parish Disaster Preparedness Offices to carry 

out risk communication. With this in mind, the following chapter introduces a theoretical 

framework for studies examining risk communication, not risk information.  
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3.2. The cultural rationality approach and symbolic interactionism 

Two separate traditions have emerged in the research field of risk communication. Sheldon 

Krimsky and Alonzo Plough (1987) refer to these traditions as technical- versus cultural 

rationality approach. The technical rationality approach focuses on objectivity and how well 

the sender manages to distribute technical evidence to a receiver (Krimsky & Plough, 

1987:5). The cultural rationality approach has an audience perspective where social factors 

and perceptions of risk are examined (Krimsky & Plough, 1987:5 Rowan, 1991:303; Cox, 

2010:205; Grabill & Simmons, 1998:415; Burns, 2000:43). A cultural rationality approach is 

considered suitable for the present study since the purpose is to examine public risk 

communication from the intended receiver’s perspective.  

The cultural rationality approach emerges from the belief that risk is a construction 

affected by social and cultural factors. Sometimes the approach also can be referred to as the 

social amplification theory (Kasperson, 1992:157f). The perspective is characterized by the 

need for social, cultural, psychological and communication theories to examine risk 

communication (Kasperson, 1992:157). The approach was established in 1982 when Mary 

Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky presented the group- and grid analysis (Breck, 2002:43). 

Douglas and Wildavsky (1982:138) argue that every society can be understood by examining 

social distinctions between communities (groups), and social values within a community 

(grids). Risk is then a social construction with the purpose of maintaining and controlling the 

grid (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982:138). Today Douglas’ and Wildavsky’s argument of risk as 

a social construction without any connection to ‘real risk’ is widely accepted among scholars 

(Breck, 2002:52f).1 

The concept of ‘perceived risk’ originates from the notion of symbolic interactionism. 

Symbolic interactionism is widely used in many research fields and can therefore have a 

slightly different meaning. The cultural rationality approach defines symbolic interactionism 

as the founder Herbert Blumer put it; ‘individuals act and react towards things on the basis of 

meaning they ascribe the phenomenon’ (Blumer, 1969:2). Thoughts and perceptions are 

followed by actions, i.e. ‘real’ consequences in terms of risk behavior. Therefore risk 

perceptions, and how risk communication is affecting the perceptions, become essential in the 

cultural rationality approach.  

                                                        
1 The German Sociologist Ulrich Beck and his concept of ‘risk society’ (1992) are to be seen as influential when 
discussing social construction of risk. Yet, Beck has not been introduced in the present study since his research 
does not address risks as in natural disasters, but rather risk perceptions constructed within a grid.  
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3.3. A model for risk communication 

Nordlund (2000) describes risk communication in a quite simple communication model. The 

process can be illustrated with a ‘communication triangle’ where the sender, communication 

channel and receiver are interrelated:  

 

 
Nordlund’s communication triangle. Source: Nordlund (2000:125). 

 

In Jamaican risk communication this model would illustrate risk information distributed by 

the Parish Disaster Coordinator (the sender), to the population in St Elizabeth (receivers). 

Sometimes the message passes through media, who then become the communicator. The 

communication triangle is a normative communication model with the purpose to illustrate 

risk communication in a democracy (Nordlund, 2000:125). Nordlund (2000:125f) lists two 

criteria to have a well-functioning triangle:  

a) The triangle must remain equilateral no matter external factors. This would mean that 

the actors recognize and respect their roles in the communication. E.g. the 

communicator is the mediator of the message, whereas the sender is the producer. 

This distinction has to be recognized and accepted by the receiver.  

b) A communication in both directions has to be established between all the actors in the 

triangle.  

 

3.4. Social trust in risk communication 

The public’s perception of risks will affect how the communication triangle is expressed in 

different societies. Still, perceptions of risk are often examined separately from risk 

communication. Dennis Mileti and Colleen Fitzpatrick have made an attempt to bring these 

fields together. In 1991 they presented a communication model with the purpose to determine 

social factors in risk communication that might affect risk perceptions and public behavior:  
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Source: Mileti and Fitzpatrick (1991:20). The model has been slightly graphically modified to clarify how risk 

communication is related to risk perceptions and risk behavior. 

 

Mileti and Fitzpatrick (1991) are clearly inspired by the cultural rationality approach. The 

characteristics of the communication process (channel, frequency, source and process) will 

affect how the risk communication is perceived. Likewise, characteristics of the message 

(specificity, consistency, certainty, accuracy and clarity) will affect the public’s perception of 

the message. When the message is received, individual factors such as social network, 

previous knowledge, personal experience and cognition affect if the risk communication will 

change risk perceptions and behavior related to those (Mileti & Fitzpatrick, 1991:21f).  

Nordlund (2000) presents trust as an explicit factor in the communication triangle. Mileti 

and Fitzpatrick (1991:20) do not. Still, trust is an implicit theme throughout Mileti’s and 

Fitzpatrick’s model. If the public does not perceive the message as trustworthy, the risk 

communication is less likely to affect perceptions and behavior. With this in mind it becomes 

essential to investigate how the communication triangle is affected by social trust in different 

social and cultural settings. Hence, the present study will examine how the communication 

triangle can be illustrated in Jamaica – and if the factors suggested by Mileti and Fitzpatrick 

(1991) can be used to understand relationships within the communication triangle.  
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3.5. Previous studies of social trust in risk communication  

One of the first scholars to acknowledge social trust in risk communication was the American 

geographer Gilbert White. White (1945) investigated how the number of insurance claims 

could increase, even when more financial resources were spent on mitigation and public 

education. White’s conclusion was that the respondents of his study considered flooding an 

‘Act of God’. Since the respondents in the study put more faith in God than in the authorities, 

was risk information distributed by the latter inefficient as a tool for disaster preparedness.  

Paul Slovic has carried out several influential studies of perceived risk and risk 

communication. Slovic mainly addresses man-made disasters and has done several studies on 

nuclear power in the United States versus France. Slovic (1993:76) stresses the importance of 

a broad perspective; technical, social, political, legal and psychological factors are connected 

in risk perceptions and risk communication. Slovic’s research focuses on how perceptions of 

risks are constructed. His empirical data confirm that the public’s level of trust in a particular 

institution is likely to have an impact on how affected the public is by the risk communication 

(see Slovic, 1986; Slovic, MacGregor & Kraus 1987; Slovic, Flynn & Layman, 1991; Slovic, 

1993; Slovic, 1997). Despite this theory, Slovic never suggests which factors that are likely to 

affect the public’s level of trust in an institution.  

George Cvetkovich and Ragnar Löfstedt (1999) suggest four assumptions necessary to 

understand how social trust is established. First, trust implies a difference in power and 

control. Second, trust involves a risk taken by the receiver of a message. Third, trust is an 

expectation about a relationship. Fourth, social trust implies that the public has a choice when 

to trust and who to trust. (Cvetkovich & Löfstedt, 1999:4f).  

Peters, Covello and McCallum (1997) carry out a hypothesis testing investigating social 

trust in the (American) government, industry and citizen groups. According to Peters et al. 

(1997:47) is the level of social trust dependent on how the receiver experience the sender’s; a) 

knowledge and expertise, b) openness and honesty, c) care and concern. For the government 

to increase its credibility, it is also important to show commitment (Peters et al., 1997:47). 

Roger Kasperson’s study (1986) suggest the same conclusions as Peters et al. (1997), but he 

also adds the need to have a two-way communication in order to establish social trust in risk 

communication. Without letting the receiver make its concerns known, social trust will 

decrease or not be established at all (Kasperson, 1986:278).  

Numerous of studies in the past decade have addressed social trust in risk 

communication. Lillian Trettin and Catherine Musham (2000:422f) agree with Kasperson 
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(1986) when stating that a dialogue is necessary for the public to trust the authorities. In 

addition to the dialogue do the authorities also have to establish emergency routines to 

increase the social trust (Trettin and Musham, 422f). Other studies recognize quick response 

and targeted information as especially important for trust in public risk communication (see 

Wray, Rivers, Jupka & Clements, 2006; Kapucu, Berman & Wang, 2008).  

One of the above-mentioned studies emphasizes the geographical aspect of social trust in 

risk communication. Wray et al. (2006) interview respondents in urban versus rural areas 

about their expectations on emergency assistance after terrorist attacks. The rural population 

shows (in comparison with the urban residents) little confidence regarding assistance in times 

of emergencies (Wray et al., 2006:68). The distrust is often directed towards the federal 

government, and is somewhat reduced by the rural population’s greater trust in the local 

authorities (Wray et al., 2006:68). The greater trust in local authorities can be explained by 

the fact that residents in smaller, rural communities often know local politicians and 

emergency staff in person (Wray et al., 2006:68).  

To sum up previous research in the field, one can say that social trust in risk 

communication is easily vanished, but can be hard to reconstruct. Some scholars (e.g. 

Cvetkovich & Löfstedt, 1999) argue that trust in risk communication implies a relationship 

built on differences in power and control, however the receiver rarely perceives this as unfair.  

Also, the receiver can always choose when and if to trust the sender, which implies social trust 

as a key factor in any risk communication. However, a majority of the scholars within the 

research field of risk communication argue that social trust only can be constructed in a 

symmetrical communication (e.g. Kasperson, 1986; Trettin & Musham, 2000; Nordlund, 

2000).  Furthermore, the sender has to give the impression of being honest, knowledgeable 

and truly carrying for the receiver. Preferably, the message is specific, certain and accurate – 

produced by a credible sender and communicated through a reliable communicator. Still, 

factors such as social network, demographics, previous knowledge and experiences will affect 

how the risk information is perceived and utilized by the receiver (e.g. Mileti & Fitzpatrick 

1991).   
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3.6. Knowledge gap  

A majority of the studies mentioned above addresses either man-made disasters (where 

someone often can be blamed for causing it) or hazards (latent- or possible risks). However, 

there is a knowledge gap when it comes to the absence of social trust in risk communication 

addressing immediate risks – or possible risks likely to soon become immediate risks. Natural 

disasters in Jamaica can be defined as possible risks, but they are likely to become immediate 

risks in a near future. Hurricanes, flooding and landslides are not a question of ‘if’ in Jamaica, 

but ‘when’. How is risk communication affected by social trust in a context where the 

communication is not a choice, but rather a necessity to survive?  

A previous study (Powell & Lewis, 2008) states that Jamaican authorities suffer from low 

credibility and legitimacy. On a scale from 1 to 7 (with 1 being no trust at all), does the 

Jamaican public express an average trust of 4,3 for the parish councils (Powell & Lewis, 

2008:87). This is to be considered a low trust in comparison with other Latin American and 

Caribbean countries in the same study (Powell & Lewis 2008:87). Hence, Lawrence Powell 

and Balford Lewis (1986:87) suggest an immediate investigation on this matter, since this low 

level of trust may cause political controversies in Jamaica.  

In addition to Powell’s and Lewis’ alarming report (2008) do studies emphasize 

significant deficiencies regarding disaster preparedness and emergency management in 

Jamaica. While studies financed by the Jamaican authorities tend to be very optimistic about 

the parish council’s information campaigns (e.g. George, 2008; Isaacs, 2008; Young, 2008), is 

United Nations deeply concerned about understaffed Parish Disaster Preparedness Offices, 

informal settlements and a public that by no means are well-educated in terms of disaster 

preparedness (see United Nations, 2007:73; 79-82; 93).  

The purpose of the present study is to examine how social trust affects the public risk 

communication in Jamaica. Such an aim is twofold. First, the study will contribute to a 

research field that over the years has been criticized for being too theoretical (e.g. Sjöberg, 

1999). Second, the study will examine social trust in a developing country exposed to 

numerous multiple natural disasters. Considering the poor financial resources it is of great 

importance for the local authorities to spend its resources wisely. However, this can only be 

done if the parish councils are aware of its own shortcomings in terms of credibility and 

legitimacy.  

 



Yeh, mon. No problem 
Fanny Hellsing  

Stockholm University 
 

  13 

 
4. Aim and research questions 
Natural disasters are frequently occurring in Jamaica. With that in mind, it is of great 

importance to understand whom the public in Jamaica entrusts to provide them with risk- and 

crisis communication. One of the aims of the present study is to examine in what way the 

level of social trust affects public risk communication (hence, the receivers’ ability to carry 

out disaster preparedness). Furthermore, the purpose of the present study is to come up with 

suggestions for what can be done to improve the respondents’ social trust in the local 

authorities, and consequently their ability to handle natural disasters in Jamaica.  

The study is designed as an ethnographic field study in one of Jamaica’s thirteen 

parishes, namely St Elizabeth. The study will take its point of departure at the local 

authorities, the parish council, since those are authorized by the Jamaican government to carry 

out public risk communication. However, other actors involved in the public risk 

communication may be addressed as well.  

a) How is public risk communication carried out in St Elizabeth? 

b) How do the respondents receive knowledge about possible risks and disaster 

preparedness? 

c) Do the respondents express social trust in any of the actors in the public risk 

communication?  How can the level of trust be said to affect the respondents’ disaster 

preparedness? 

d) Is the ‘communication triangle’ equilateral in Jamaican risk communication? If not, is 

that negative for the public’s ability to handle natural disasters? What can be done to 

reduce any negative effects?  

 

4.1. Limitations of the study 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the research field by examining a well-established 

topic in a less explored context; Jamaica. There are reasons to believe that social trust is not 

the only factor affecting risk communication in Jamaica. However, these other factors will not 

be explored further within the present study.  

The field study will take place in the parish of St Elizabeth. As a result of the 

geographical limitations no conclusions can be made about social trust and risk 

communication in other areas of Jamaica. Neither can anything be said about risk 
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communication on a national level, or risk communication by non-governmental 

organizations active in other areas of Jamaica.  

The respondents are all in the age 40 to 65 years old. Hence, the respondents are not 

representative for the population of St Elizabeth as a whole. Nothing can therefore be said 

about how the population in general entrusts actors in the public risk communication.  

The Parish Disaster Preparedness Office has a liability to carry out public education 

about all hazards in the parish. This involves natural- and man-made disasters. This study will 

only address risk communication related to natural disasters. To distinguish them, natural 

disasters are defined as hazards due to topography and meteorological conditions in Jamaica. 

Another distinction would be that the public can prepare for natural disasters, but they can 

never escape them if they stay in the area.  

 

 

 

5. Methods 
Ethnographic studies can be defined as interpretations of cultures (Spradley, 1980:3). Culture 

can then be expressed as the concept of studying behavior patterns associated with a particular 

group of people (Spradley, 1980:5; Fetterman, 2010:16). To enable an accurate interpretation 

of a culture, it is crucial to have data confirmed by multiple sources (Fetterman, 2010:52; 

94ff; Creswell, 2003:14). With this in mind, the present study is based on participant 

observations as well as qualitative interviews.  

 

5.1. Participant observations 

Culture often remains at a tacit level of knowledge (Spradley, 1980:188). To reveal this tacit 

knowledge, ethnographers often carry out studies in a non-familiar setting (Spradley, 

1980:52f; Schrøder et al., 2003:58; 65; Jorgensen, 1989:13). The present study takes place in 

a, for the researcher, new cultural context, namely Jamaica.  

James Spradley (1980:60) distinguishes four kinds of observations; passive, moderate, 

active or complete participation. In this study moderate participation has been carried out. 

This means that the ethnographer has balanced between an insider’s and an outsider’s 

perspective (Spradley, 1980:60). Since the researcher has no previous experience of Jamaica, 

it can be argued that the present study is made with an outsider’s perspective. However, the 
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researcher has made an attempt to become an insider by working at St Elizabeth Parish 

Council for three months (January to March 2011). These months were spent at the Parish 

Disaster Preparedness Office, following the PDC in her daily work. Observations were made 

at council meetings, committee meetings and community workshops. The work at the parish 

council also involved assisting the PDC in shelter inspections and emergency drills across the 

parish. Numerous informal interviews have taken place during these observations. The 

interviews have mainly addressed the PDC and other representatives of public risk 

communication, but also with residents in St Elizabeth.  

 

5.2. Qualitative interviews 

Much of any culture is encoded in linguistic form (Spradley, 1980:9; Fetterman, 2010:6). 

Qualitative interviews are able to explain how and why social processes occur (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005:3). Therefore interviews are one of the most important data-gathering techniques 

in ethnographic research (Fetterman, 2010:40).  

In addition to the observations and informal interviews were seventeen semi-structured, 

qualitative interviews carried out in St Elizabeth. Semi-structured interviews take its point of 

departure in an interview guide, but follow-up questions can be developed during the session  

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005:12). Because the ethnographer had little pre-knowledge of the settings 

and any risk communication, the majority of the questions were open-ended. Therefore the 

answers were hard to predict and a semi-structured interview guide suitable for the study.  

Five of the seventeen interviews are what Uwe Flick (2006:165) labels expert interviews. 

Respondents in expert interviews are not selected because of their personal worldview, but for 

their specific profession or knowledge (Flick, 2006:165). The respondents of the present study 

were selected because of their profession. Two respondents work at the St Elizabeth Parish 

Council, one at the Black River Fire Brigade, one at Jamaica Red Cross and one as a 

journalist in St Elizabeth. These are all organizations currently involved in Jamaican public 

risk communication.  

The remaining twelve interviews are what Flick (2006:169) refers to as ethnographic 

interviews. Ethnographic interviews are less formal than expert interviews (Flick, 2006:169). 

They are however distinguished from an ordinary conversation by a formal request to carry 

out an interview (Spradley, 1979:59f). The twelve ethnographic interviews were using the 

same interview guide and the respondents were carefully selected (see below).  



Yeh, mon. No problem 
Fanny Hellsing  

Stockholm University 
 

  16 

The population in St Elizabeth was structured into categories based on age (40-65 years old), 

gender, occupation, level of education and current residence. Ten respondents were then 

selected to represent as many constellations of demographics as possible. The purpose of this 

method of sampling was to have a broad representation of the adult population in St 

Elizabeth. A detailed record of the respondents’ demographics is to be found in Appendix 1.  

Two ethnographic interviews were carried out to test the interview guide and the 

interview situation in Jamaica. These interviews took place in Marlie Hill, a small village in 

the parish of Manchester. The interview guide was significantly restructured as a result of 

these interviews. Since the respondents of these interviews do not live in St Elizabeth, the 

results of the ‘test interviews’ are not taken into account in the present study.  

Successful ethnographic interviews often take place in settings where the respondents 

feel comfortable (Creswell, 2003:205). With this in mind, all interview sessions were carried 

out in the respondent’s home or workplace. The recorded interview sessions have an average 

length of half an hour, but informal conversations often took place before and after the formal 

session. Data from these informal conversations will not be quoted in the present study. 

Nevertheless do they add to the researcher’s understanding of risk communication and risk 

perceptions in Jamaica. They can therefore be said to contribute to the analysis in an indirect 

way. 

 

5.3. Validity 

Validity in qualitative studies does not have the same connotations as in quantitative research. 

Rather than reliability and other researchers doing the very same interpretation, validity in 

ethnography is constructed by making the study truthful to the ethnographer and its research 

objects (Rubin & Rubin, 2005:30; Creswell, 2003:195f; Schrøder et al., 2003:24). 

Consequently some considerations has been done to strengthen the internal validity in this 

present study; 

The purpose of the present study is to examine if social trust are to be considered a factor 

in public risk communication. Not to have misleading findings, it has been considered 

important to leave any economical or geographical factors at this point. Therefore respondents 

with different occupations, residences and economical status have been interviewed. Because 

of this, the sample has no statistical representativity for a larger population.  
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Ethnography is, as stressed before, an interpretation of culture. In this case, the ethnographer 

has carried out a study in a new cultural context. In order to make an accurate translation of 

situations, it is essential to have data confirmed by multiple sources (Fetterman, 2010:96). To 

strengthen the validity, cross-examination has been carried out. Hence, the participant 

observations and the qualitative interviews are considered equally important in this study. 

Observations and qualitative interviews are two time-consuming methods, and applying them 

in correlation has affected the external validity in terms of less respondents and interviews. 

Yet, a mixed approach can often benefit the validity because limitations of one method can be 

balanced with strength of another (Creswell, 2003:15).  

To avoid new questions arising after the ethnographer has left the field, a cyclical pattern 

of investigation can be adopted (Spradley, 1980:35). This would mean that data-gathering is 

taking place in parallel of analysis of the same (Jorgensen, 1989:18). In the present study, 

observations were made in parallel with the interviews. The selection of respondents emerged 

from observations made in the field. Moreover, expert interviews were carried out in parallel 

with the ethnographic interviews. Every interview was transcribed and evaluated before the 

next interview took place. The evaluation of previous interviews and observations made the 

interview questions become narrow and more and more close-ended as the analysis 

proceeded. Hence, the cyclical pattern of investigation made it possible for the ethnographer 

to search for the answers before leaving the field.  

Validity in ethnographic studies is often generated by data collected in a natural setting 

(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982:35). Because the respondents in the present study often perceived 

the interview sessions as formal, data constructed in the informal conversations before and 

after the sessions are of great importance for the validity of the present study. Furthermore, a 

majority of the respondents are people whom I got to know through my host family or via the 

other volunteers in Black River. I was placed at my host family in Black River by the 

independent, non-governmental organization Projects Abroad Jamaica. None of my 

respondents had any personal relations with the parish council. I also conducted the 

interviews after finishing my work at the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office. This was 

essential not to have the respondents believe I made the study on behalf of the Jamaican 

authorities. I have also promised the respondents anonymity and not to publish the interview 

transcriptions as appendixes. Altogether, these measures made it possible for the respondents 

and me to establish a faithful relationship, which in turn adds to the validity of the present 

study.  
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As one last measure to strengthen the validity is the respondents directly quoted in this study. 

The purpose of quotes is to strengthen the transparency and providing the reader an 

opportunity to do an opposite reading of the findings (Creswell, 2003:196; Spradley, 

1980:210). The quotes are only carefully edited; changes are done if the reader otherwise 

might misunderstand what the respondent is trying to say. Characteristics of Jamaican English 

have not been edited (as for example the common use of “me” instead of “I”). Words in 

Jamaican Creole has not been replaced, but is translated in a note at the bottom of the page. 

All in all, the purpose of the frequent quotes are for the respondents to recognize themselves 

in the present study – just as Creswell (2003:195f), Rubin & Rubin (2005:30) and Schrøder et 

al. (2003:24) define as validity in any ethnographic studies.  

 
 
 
6. The findings 

6.1. Risk communication at St Elizabeth Parish Council 

The purpose of the following section is to illustrate how the St Elizabeth Parish Council 

carries out risk communication. How is such a communication designed, and what 

communication channels do they use to reach the intended receivers (i.e. the public)?  

St Elizabeth Parish Council is divided into sex departments; Planning, Disaster 

Preparedness, Poor Relief, Roads and Works, Finance and Accounts; and General 

Administration. Two of those, The Planning Department and The Disaster Preparedness 

Office, confirm they distribute risk information and carry out emergency management.  

 

6.1.1. The Parish Disaster Preparedness Office 

The Parish Disaster Preparedness Office in St Elizabeth has one employee, namely the Parish 

Disaster Coordinator (PDC), miss Renée Bradford-Britton. The national agency ODPEM 

provides guidelines for the office and assigns the PDC projects. The PDC also have a 

responsibility to schedule and carry out emergency drills with public institutions and 

companies within the parish.  

Duties assigned the PDC vary according to season. During the hurricane season, miss 

Bradford-Britton is often busy with emergency management and crisis communication. She is 

responsible for administrate the public emergency shelters, assist the population with supplies 
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and so forth. Often emergency management and crisis communication is directed to the 

decision-makers in the families, which would often be the adults.  

In the dry-season there are usually less emergencies and the PDC have time to focus on 

scheduled duties such as risk communication. Such public education tends to focus on school 

children. Miss Bradford-Britton describe public education in St Elizabeth as follows: 
 

“I try to visit each school at least once a year. When I visit them I do an 

emergency drill with the teachers and the students. It usually takes about an hour, 

depending how many students there are. Right now we have ‘Earthquake Month’ 

which means I talk to the students about earthquakes and what they are suppose 

to do if the feel tremble. 

With the high school children I can talk to them why it happens… how the 

crusts sometimes meet and cause tremble. The younger children will not know 

that, but they can do the emergency drill as soon as the start basic school.  

An earthquake drill starts with the students hiding under the desk or in the 

doorway and count to twenty. Earthquakes often don’t last longer than that. Then 

the students have to leave the classroom and line up in the assembly area that all 

schools have.” 

 (Interview Bradford-Britton, 2011).  

 
 

Upon request, the PDC also go to other institutions to conduct emergency drills. After a 

phone call from the manager of a public infirmary in Santa Cruz, we go there to carry out an 

emergency drill. The procedure of the emergency drill at the infirmary is similar to the one in 

schools, but instead of talking to the patients miss Bradford-Britton address the hospital staff. 

Less effort is put in why earthquakes occur, and miss Bradford-Britton speak with the staff 

about how to evacuate disabled patients in case of emergencies.  

Before the PDC leaves any emergency drill, she makes sure to leave brochures, posters 

and emergency numbers. The brochures and posters are produced by ODPEM and are sent to 

the Parish Disaster Preparedness Offices upon request. Miss Bradford-Britton explains to me 

why she always makes sure to leave printed information:   
 

“If I go to a school, I always leave brochures and posters to the school principle. 

Those can be handed out to the teachers and put on the wall where everyone can 

see them. It is important they have posters visible in the school, because people 

have a tendency to feel safe if they do not get reminded of hazards. Also, people 
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generally do not remember emergency numbers to the police, fire brigade and the 

ambulance so it is important they can find this kind of information easily. Before I 

leave, I also make sure they have my number so they can call me at any time.” 

 (Interview Bradford-Britton, 2011). 
 

The PDC says she has no time to arrange field days or public events, but she regularly 

receives invitations to attend volunteer workshops and community meetings. Most of the time 

these events are organized by other public departments/committees or volunteer organizations 

in the parish. Miss Bradford-Britton tells me she visits those events as often as she can. 

However, whenever an invitation arrives during my stay in Jamaica, she is busy in a meeting 

on a different location. During my three months at the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office, 

we only attend one such public event. This happened to be a workshop in Thornton organized 

by the Jamaica Red Cross.  When we arrived at the church in Thornton, ten volunteers were 

busy on their second (out of three) meetings to become members of the Community Disaster 

Response Team (CDRT) in Thornton. We stayed for about an hour and miss Bradford-Britton 

gave all the volunteers feedback on the maps they had made to illustrate hazards in their local 

community. 

Except the opportunity to meet the PDC whenever she is traveling around the parish, the 

public can also call or visit the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office at the parish council in 

Black River. However, the office does not have any official opening hours and it has to be 

closed as soon as the miss Bradford-Britton is in a meeting on other locations. Miss Bradford-

Britton explains why personal visits are not very reliable as a communication channel: 
 

“I am the only one in the office so I have to close it whenever I leave Black River. 

I am on the road for several hours a day, so the easiest way to get in touch with 

me is to call my cell phone. I leave my phone number wherever I go, and it is also 

available at the General Administration [at the parish council]. 

I rarely get calls from individuals. If they need assistance they usually go to 

the Poor Relief or the Ministry of Labour and Social Security [a public agency in 

Santa Cruz, St Elizabeth]. I have been working here for two years now, and I do 

not think I have ever gotten a call from the public how to prepare in advance for 

natural disasters.”  

(Interview Bradford-Britton, 2011).  
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6.1.2. The Planning Department 

Informal settlements (also called ‘squatting’) are when people settle down – build houses and 

cultivate land – without permission from the authorities. Often informal settlements in St 

Elizabeth are placed in hazardous zones where it for one or another reason is not appropriate 

to live (Interview Taylor, 2011). Informal settlements are illegal in Jamaica, but the parish 

councils do not have the right to remove any settlements. There are numerous of informal 

settlements in floodplains across St Elizabeth. Informal settlers are a political concern, but 

they can also become a financial burden for the parish council in times of emergencies. The 

Parish Council has a liability to assist and provide aid to every citizen in St Elizabeth, even if 

they are living in informal settlements. To spare public financial resources, the Planning 

Department encourage the public to have building permission for any new building 

constructed. Shane Taylor at the Planning Department explains it further: 
 

“St Elizabeth is very diverse in terms of people… the environment, the economic 

base, well right across. /…/ Planning would be about getting ideas for better farming 

practices in terms of irrigation and nutrition to soils and so on. /…/ Informing about 

the importance of drainage so the houses do not get flooded out. We only approve 

permissions for buildings that are in a safe area in terms of natural disasters.”  

(Interview Taylor, 2011). 
 

The Planning Department does not have the resources to do inspection of houses that already 

has been built, but they try to advise in every new building process. Employees at the 

Planning Department do this by mail or phone when someone formally applies for a building 

permit (Interview Taylor, 2011).  

The Planning Department also carries out public education by attending public events. As 

with the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office, they get invitations from others who organize 

public events in different forms. In comparison with the Disaster Preparedness Office has the 

Planning Department more staff (around five full-time employees) and fewer meetings 

scheduled. For this reason, they often have the opportunity to attend these events. I attended 

one public event on behalf of the planning department during my stay in Jamaica. The event 

was organized by the Social Development Commission to encourage the public to register 

possession of property. With advertisements on the radio and through a town crier, the public 

was invited to visit the event in central Black River, 25th of March, 2011. The planning 

department had a stall on this event and the public approached them with questions about 

building permits, safe constructions and registration of property.  
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6.2. Disaster preparedness among the respondents 

The purpose of this section is to illustrate risk perceptions expressed by the respondents. It 

will also be examined how the respondents of the ethnographic interviews (hereby referred to 

as ‘the respondents’) perceive public risk communication in the parish of St Elizabeth.  

 

6.2.1. Personal experience 

Hurricane Gilbert in 1988 is often referred to as an eye-opener for Jamaican authorities in 

terms of disaster preparedness and public risk communication (see United Nations, 2007:61; 

Young, 2008:43; Isaacs, 2008:20). Hurricane Gilbert caused storm surges, flooding and wind 

damages in all of Jamaica. 45 people were killed, approximately 500,000 Jamaicans were 

homeless and 50 percent of the water supply was damaged (United Nations, 2007:77f). 

Hurricane Gilbert was a disaster not only for the authorities, but of course also for the 

population. When I ask the respondents what naturals disasters they can recall, all of them 

immediately refer to hurricane Gilbert. They can often in detail describe what they did they 

day hurricane Gilbert reached Jamaica in September 1988.  
 

“I remember Gilbert. Gilbert was in 1989 I think. /…/ In 1988. I was excited. 

Excited. I wanted to see what could happen. I heard on the radio that it was going 

to come to Jamaica. I went to the store and bought food. I had a small baby. /…/ 

The electricity was gone. And then the storm hit. We were out on the street 

helping people. /.../. It was raining and things were in the air. You know, zincs and 

barrels. The trees were swaying all the way down to the ground and up again. The 

streetlights were swaying. There were things everywhere.” (Respondent 9, 2011). 
 

 “I could tell you about Gilbert. It was the first one I experienced. Gilbert. Yeah. 

My daughter was four months old. I didn’t take it serious because I didn’t know 

anything about it. /…/ I didn’t know anything could be like that. /…/ Well, people 

talk about the storm 1961 and music 1961 was Bob Marley but I didn’t 

understand it cold be like that. We didn’t take it serious, I didn’t prepare a thing. 

/…/ It was frightening with the breeze2 and all.” (Respondent 3, 2011) 
 

“Gilbert… Gilbert is the first hurricane I really experienced. A know there was a 

lot of damages around here. /…/ I did nothing. I did nothing until you know… my 

                                                        
2 Winds during hurricanes can be referred to as “breeze” in Jamaican English.  
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sister called me. She was telling me. /…/ I can clearly remember that it got all 

dark. It was just darkness. Pitch black. And I called her and told her to come over 

here, to come together in this house. So we all came together in this house.” 

(Respondent 7, 2011). 
 

 

“Well, the first one – Gilbert – I was here. But I was kind of looking forward 

because it was my first. When it came and started damage, I realized that a 

hurricane can entail. The other hurricanes I was a but scared of them coming 

here because I was more knowledgeable. I was worried about my family, if they 

were prepared, so we did preparation as buying the necessary; tinned food, 

bottled water, batteries and flashlights.” (Respondent 4, 2011).  
 

A remarkable number of the respondents describe themselves as inexperienced and 

unprepared for natural disasters when hurricane Gilbert arrived in Jamaica in 1988. Only one 

can recall taking any actions after hearing the warning for hurricane Gilbert: “I went to the 

store and bought food” (Respondent 9, 2011).  

Several of the respondents tell me how they revaluated hurricanes and changed their 

perception of risk: “Hurricanes are frightening! So scary, so scary – I know that now!” 

(Respondent 7, 2011) and “I know I have to take it seriously now. If they say a hurricane is 

coming – I prepare.” (Respondent 3, 2011). Still, only one respondent can recall any actual 

changes in behavior after experiencing hurricane Gilbert: 
 

“If I go to the store and I used to buy one stuff, I buy two. I put one away, you 

know every other week. /…/ Every time I used to buy three, I buy for and put one 

away. Candles, batteries, cuisine oil, food. I have two stored water.” (Respondent 

9, 2011).  
 

Respondent 10 did not live in Jamaica in 1988, but her experience of hurricane Ivan in 2004 

has changed her way of preparing as soon as she hear a hurricane warning in media: 
 

“I think it was Ivan we didn’t have proper water setup because we used one or 

two buckets at that time. /…/ And when Ivan came we were caught off guard! And 

then we had to go all the way up to Brompton to get water. It was terrible! So 

when Dean was coming I went and bought that trunk. So during the whole time of 

Dean had water. /…/ But we weren’t prepared for Ivan. We went downtown to buy 

our flashlights and whatever, whatever, but we weren’t prepared for the water 
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situation. We only had some little bucket, but we weren’t prepared it would be so 

terrible. /…/ So since that we learned from our mistakes.” (Respondent 10, 2011).  

 

6.2.2. Disaster preparedness as in hurricane preparedness 

Previous studies emphasize that people rather than focusing on the most recent disaster, often 

focus on the largest one they have experienced (e.g. Lave & Lave, 1991:262). The 

respondents refer to hurricanes as the most frequently occurring natural disaster in their 

community. This is also the only kind natural disaster that any of the respondents consider 

possible to prepare for. A majority also knows that earthquakes and landslides can occur, but 

none of them consider these as possible to predict, hence carry out any disaster preparedness.  

Disaster preparations are most of the time taken after a warning has been broadcast in 

media. A majority of the respondents confirm they buy tinned food after hearing a hurricane 

warning. If they can afford, a few respondents also store water and buy flashlights and 

batteries to operate the radio in case of power cuts.  

The economical aspect of disaster preparedness seems to be essential for several of the 

respondents. Respondent 10 say that she cannot keep food storage at home all the time, 

because she cannot afford to have ‘money tied up in food just in case something happens’. 

Another aspect of economics is that the wealthier respondents tend to have useful equipment 

at home. The wireless radio I found in Respondent 10’s living room was not bought as 

emergency equipment, but it can very well be used as one in times of emergencies.  

 

6.2.3. A religious aspect 

Jamaica is exposed to a various kind of life-threatening natural disasters. With this in mind, 

the respondents are surprisingly relaxed when it comes to disaster preparedness. As stated 

above, no actions at all are taken for mitigation of less frequent natural disasters (earthquakes, 

tsunamis, coastal erosion, landslides etcetera). To some extent, this relaxed attitude can be 

explained by the religious beliefs in Jamaica. The majority of Jamaicans is various kinds of 

Christians. There are churches in almost every street corner, and religious symbols are seen 

everywhere. When I ask the respondents how they prepare for natural disasters, they are 

referring to God: 
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“You have to trust in the Lord, you know. Send him prayers. Yes. Pray and hope 

that you’ll stay safe. ‘Father, you know what is best’. We’re really a Christian 

country. I pray.” (Respondent 9, 2011).  
 

“I’m not really scared because what happen has to happen. We rely on the Lord. 

It doesn’t make sense to be scared.” (Respondent 1, 2011).  
 

“I think it’s up to God because some things really don’t make sense you know.” 

(Respondents 3, 2011).  
 

“It’s just an act of God so you just have to hope for the best!” (Respondent 10, 2011).  
 

“I have no insurance because I cannot afford it. I pray nothing happens.” 

(Respondent 7, 2011).  

 

6.2.4. Long-term disaster preparedness  

None of the respondents can confirm taking any long-term actions to decrease the 

consequences of natural disasters. None of the respondents have reflected upon such actions, 

and they all claim that nothing can be done to prevent natural disasters. When I approach 

them with suggestions such as safe constructions of buildings, flood secured houses, hurricane 

straps and photocopies of valuable documents, the respondents confirm they never considered 

taking such actions. Respondent 10 explains her lack of interest in long-term preparations as 

follows: 
 

“Ivan blow off all my roof in the bedroom and the bathroom. It was totally open. I 

had to get a carpenter from Mandeville to fix it. /…/. I knew the roof was bad, but 

I just hopped for the best. If it was my house I would probably do something about 

it.” (Respondent 10, 2011).  
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6.2.5. The parish council as a source for assistance and information 

None of the informants can recall any risk information distributed by the parish council. Yet, 

they confirm they would contact the parish council for emergency assistance – if they have to. 

Still, there is a widespread reluctance asking the parish council for help. Respondent 9 

explains why:  
 

“Well, if I needed help I would have to go there. /…/. They just give people and 

they do not know… /…/. Because they’re the persons supposed to lay card on the 

table and display them for you. You don’t sit back with your air conditioner. Go to 

the people and know they are comfortable!” (Respondent 9, 2011).  
 

Three of the respondents have personal experience of contacting the parish council for 

assistance. One respondent has also advised her daughter to contact the parish council for 

assistance. Those three respondents explain to me how they experienced the contact with the 

parish council:  
 

“Me roof, you know. I couldn’t get it done. /…/ I go to the parish council. 

Someone there and I looking for… yes… I contact them. /…/ We have them 

helping there now. But it’s been a long time now. Very long time.” (Respondent 8, 

2011). 
 

“I remember Gilbert. I lost a lot of things there… my roof came off. Yah mon. /…/. 

You know them not really… we had to help ourselves. /…/. Every time they come 

they ask for number and they ask you questions but them not really come again, 

you know.” (Respondent 1, 2011).  
 

“My daughter lives down below me. The other she was not around and I looked at 

her roof. The rain came so hard… was it last year? Everything was wet and 

damaged. I sent her to check with the parish council if she could get a mattress. 

/…/. She asked for help but she did not get any. She is living with me now because 

we had to put some block.” (Respondent 9, 2011).  
 

Those respondents who can afford it, prefer to hire a private carpenter rather than going to the 

parish council. Some respondents also have family members who helped them recovering 

from hurricanes.  
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“Ivan blow off all my roof in the bedroom and the bathroom. It was totally open. I 

had to get a carpenter from Mandeville to fix it. It took him about two days to fix 

the roof. I had to pay him because I have no insurance.” (Respondent 10, 2011).  
 

“Gilbert damaged the house I was sleeping in. It was near the sea. /…/ The roof 

was blown off. And because of the hill it was eroded. With the other hurricanes 

trees got blown off and agriculture goods were destroyed. Bananas were 

destroyed. Yes. But we were able to manage on our own here in the village.” 

(Respondent 4, 2011).  
 

“Sometimes the community ask for help by the parish council, but we do not get it. 

So I usually do not bother for myself to do it. But if I had to, I would. /…/. In the 

drought we have a son who have a car. He drive water for us.” (Respondent 2, 

2011). 
 

The knowledge about the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office is generally low among the 

respondents. Only one respondent knows there is a particular department for disaster 

preparedness at the parish council. Three respondents recognize the PDC, but only one of 

them because of her profession (the others live close to her and consequentley know her from 

church). To get in touch with the parish council in case they needed emergency assistance, all 

but one respondent would try to get in touch with elected politicians such as the Member of 

Parliament (MP) or the councilor of their community.  

All but one respondent knows that the parish council has a legal responsibility to carry 

out emergency management. However, they are not very certain if the parish council is 

responsible for public education and disaster preparedness. Neither can they describe what the 

PDC is doing with her time when there is no to emergency handle.  

 
 

6.2.6. Other sources for risk information 

In addition to the public education organized by the parish council does Jamaica have several 

non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) assisting individuals in disaster preparedness and 

emergency management. The largest network is Jamaica Red Cross with fifteen branches 

across Jamaica. One of the branches is St Elizabeth Red Cross, located in central Santa Cruz. 

Jamaica Red Cross carries out workshops for CDRT’s (as in Thornton, see page 21) and 

organizes public community meetings regarding preparedness for natural disasters. The Red 
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Cross wants every community in St Elizabeth to have a CDRT, but because the work is 

carried out on a voluntary basis it is difficult to find human and financial resources for this. In 

March 2011, one third of the communities in St Elizabeth had an operating CDRT. (Interview 

Doctor, 2011). 

The respondents in the present study do not recognize what a CDRT is. Neither can they 

recall having met someone who is working with disaster preparedness on a voluntary basis. 

None of the respondents have attended workshops or community meetings organized by 

either the parish council or the NGO’s. Only two of the respondents, both living in the same 

community, can recall having heard of any such event: 
 

“We have a centre down here. And they came here. The Maroon colonel put a 

sign on there, they would come. They invite everyone in the community to come. 

Me cannot read, but others told me. So I knew, but I did not have time to go. You 

know, I am a farmer and I have to be out on the field every day.” (Respondent 2, 

2011).  
 

“Sometimes they have meetings at the community centre. But usually I do not 

have time to go. Sometimes I did not hear of it before and someone comes by and 

say there is a meeting going on, but I have not heard of it.” (Respondent 3, 2011).   

 

6.2.7. Risk information in the media 

The respondents use media to stay updated in terms of natural disasters. All respondents refer 

to bulletins as their main information source in the hurricane season. A common scenario is 

they hear some news from family and friends, and then immediately turn on the radio or 

television to get the latest update. Wherever you are in Jamaica you always hear a radio, and 

so the respondents may very well hear when a bulletin is broadcast. The respondents confirm 

they listen more carefully for bulletins in the hurricane season, in comparison with the other 

times of the year. Two respondents also tell me how they make observations outside to decide 

if it is time to listen more carefully for bulletins:  
 

“We do not usually have rain in January, February and March you know. It is a 

strange thing. So I have been watching… the years go by and I listen. I hear the 

weather, I listen. We are pretty much looking after ourselves if it is going to be a 

disasters. So right now I am listening to the radio more than usual, because we 

should not have all this rain this time of the year.” (Respondent 9, 2011).   
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“We observe the weather. I feel the weather… if it starts to rain, I know it can 

happen fast. If it is acting strange, I listen to the radio.” (Respondent 3, 2011).  
 

Risk information in Jamaican media is mainly constituted by bulletins. Bulletins are messages 

broadcast by all radio- and television stations at the same time. The bulletin is most of the 

time just a weather forecast, but if necessary it is followed by a watch or a warning about an 

upcoming natural disasters. The purpose of as for example a hurricane watch is to inform the 

public that a hurricane is estimated to arrive in Jamaica within 48 hours. The watch also 

inform the public how to secure property and what emergency equipment they ought to have 

home. When the estimated arrival of the hurricane is less than 24 hours, a warning is 

broadcast in the bulletin. Schools and workplaces are kept closed and the public is told to stay 

indoors until they hear the bulletin telling them it is safe to leave the house. (Jamaica Amateur 

Radio Association 2005:4). 

In the dry-season are bulletins broadcast every sixth hour. In the hurricane season are 

they scheduled every third hour, but they are broadcast more frequently if necessary. The 

bulletins are broadcast across Jamaica, but they may contain local information if the PDC of a 

certain parish has reported any critical information. (Interview Gordon, 2011). 

The bulletins are produced by Jamaica Information Service (JIS). JIS is a governmental 

agency with the purpose to carry out public education and increase the awareness of public 

affairs (Planning Institute of Jamaica 2009:267). In addition to the bulletins does JIS produce 

educational radio- and television shows addressing natural disasters and its consequences. 

Two respondents in the present study can recall having heard of television shows produced by 

JIS, but only one of them has actually watched it:  
 

“When we approach the hurricane season, then every Sunday afternoon the JIS 

give you information about what to do in case of a hurricane. What to do, how to 

prepare – all of it. Yes. The JIS – Jamaica Information Service – give you 

information about hurricanes and sometimes earthquakes.” (Respondent 7, 

2011).  
 

 

“I have heard of the show, but I have not seen it. But that is my fault because I 

watch too much CNN. I do not watch local TV.” (Respondent 10, 2011).   
 

All the respondents are well aware of the bulletins, and most of them use these messages as 

the main source for crisis communication. Still, only a few of them can tell me who is the 

producer of these messages. Suggested producers were the University of West Indies in 
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Kingston, and the National Hurricane Centre in Miami (an American agency providing 

weather forecasts for the Caribbean islands). In spite of this uncertainty regarding the 

producer of the messages, they all express a great trust in crisis communication broadcast on 

radio and television:  
 

“I do not know who is making the bulletins. I do not think it is the governments; it 

is higher, knowledgeable people you know. But they know.” (Respondent 9, 

2011).  
 

“We respond when we hear on the radio that it is near. When there is no way of 

escaping, we prepare.” (Respondent 6, 2011).  
 

“Whenever we hear a bulletin we take in the animals, carry wood and you know… 

prepare. We do that even though the sun is shining, because we know that the 

weather can change in a moment. /…/ We have learned the hurricanes are 

dangerous.” (Respondent 3, 2011).  
 

“When flood came we had a radio. So I never got into distress. You know, some 

people do not want to leave their homes because they want to keep listening to the 

radio.” (Respondent 1, 2011).  
 

“I really trust the bulletins. They are very good at telling us on the radio and the 

TV and so on about it coming. You know, once someone hear it, the word is 

spread like wildfire. And then everybody goes home and turn on the TV and the 

radio.” (Respondent 10, 2011).  

 

“We always hear the broadcast. We have a radio running on electricity and 

batteries. If it cuts off, we still have the radio to pick up bulletins. When we heard 

a bulletin that the hurricane was near Cuba, coming to Jamaica, we decided to 

prepare.” (Respondent 2, 2011). 
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7. Discussion of the findings 

7.1. Social trust in the Jamaican communication triangle 

The findings suggest that social trust in Jamaica does not affect not how the respondents 

perceive a message, but if they choose to listen to a certain communication channel at all. 

Since the respondents express little or none social trust in the Parish Disaster Preparedness 

Office, they also overlook any risk communication initiated by the Parish Council. Instead the 

respondents make use of their own personal experiences from previous disasters. They also 

listen for crisis communication broadcast in media. The following section will further 

examine how the social trust affects the respondents’ ability to handle natural disasters.  

 

7.1.1. Personal experience 

The respondents express personal experiences of previous natural disasters as significant in 

their risk perceptions and risk behavior. Most referred to are memories of hurricanes. Often 

the respondent does not remember what year the hurricane passed, but always the name of it 

and what s/he did in the moment the hurricane arrived. They all express a great respect for the 

consequences of hurricanes, and they do confirm experiencing one have made them 

revaluating hurricanes as a possible risk.  

The re-evaluated perception of hurricanes can be said to have two possible outcomes. A 

few respondents re-evaluate their perception of risk in terms of expressing a greater respect 

for the consequences of hurricanes. However, their attitude towards risk information and risk 

behavior remain unchanged. Instead they put all their faith in God to keep them safe. For this 

group is social trust in the authorities’ risk information not an issue – the only one they trust is 

God. For the remaining respondents, God is not the only option. They also believe in God and 

send him prayers – but after experiencing a hurricane they also listen more carefully to 

bulletins broadcast by media. A few of those respondents also change risk behavior in terms 

of acting according to what is being said in the bulletins.  
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7.1.2. Media 

According to the respondents, media plays a major role in public risk communication. As 

soon as they need crisis communication (often when they heard from friend and family 

something has happened), they turn on the radio or television. As suggested above the 

respondents are especially responsive of crisis communication about disasters from which 

they have personal experience.  

According to Nordlund (2000) the communication triangle has to be equilateral in a 

democracy. The actors also have to be distinguished and accepted by the others within the 

triangle. (Nordlund, 2000:125). In a Jamaican context this would mean that the receivers 

recognize the authorities as the sender of all risk- and crisis communication. Media would be 

recognized as the communicator of these messages. This cannot be said to be the case in St 

Elizabeth. Instead, the respondents perceive the communicator as the sender. As a result of 

this, the sender is not recognized at all. Hence, Nordlund’s communication triangle in a 

Jamaican context would be illustrated like this: 

 

 
The mix-up of communicator and sender in the Jamaican risk communication triangle might 

be regarded as a theoretical technicality. However, I would like to argue why these findings 

are essential in understanding why the respondents entrust the actors as they do, i.e. how 

social trust is affecting the risk communication in Jamaica. The sender is credited with either 

trust or distrust (depending on how reliable the message is perceived) in the risk 

communication. Since the respondents perceive media as the sender of crisis communication, 

media gain social trust. As the authorities are perceived as more or less absent in this process, 

they are not able to establish a trustful relationship with the receiver in the communication 

triangle.  
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One reason for the high level of social trust in media may be that they tend to focus on crisis 

communication. Crisis communication is often perceived as more credible than risk 

communication. The reason for this can be found in the factors presented by Mileti and 

Fitzpatrick (1991:20). A watch or a warning always include specific instructions how to 

behave and where to go for assistance. Mileti and Fitzpatrick (1991) identify this as clarity 

and guidance. Messages in crisis communication are also – in comparison with risk 

communication – often characterized by specificity and consistency. They can also be 

perceived as certain and accurate; the weather outside ‘confirms’ what is being broadcast in 

the bulletins. In other words, crisis communication is characterized by several of the factors 

Mileti & Fitzpatrick (1991:20) state as important for communication in order to be perceived 

as credible. When media only broadcast crisis communication – i.e. ‘reliable’ information – 

there is no wonder the respondents perceive them as trustworthy when it comes to natural 

disasters.  

Yet another criteria for social trust in risk communication are honesty, concern and 

expertise (see Peters et al., 1997). The respondents express crisis communication as a way to 

show care and concern for their safety. Media’s crisis communication – which is perceived as 

specific, accurate and instructional – is therefore perceived as concern for the public safety. 

Furthermore, the consistency of media’s crisis communication is perceived as care – but also 

honesty. Because of the frequency of bulletins, media are quick to report deviations. To 

change the message in crisis communication is not seen as less credible; the respondents are 

well aware that no one in detail can predict natural disasters and so the criterion ‘honesty’ is 

perceived as far more important than ‘expertise’ when it comes to crisis communication in 

Jamaica.  

The consistency in media’s distribution of crisis communication can also be said to create 

another important feeling among the respondents. The phenomenon can be explained with the 

proverb ‘a friend in need, is a friend indeed’.  Media are a quite reliable communication 

channels even when the roads are blocked or the telephone networks is out for the count. 

Even though there is nothing new to report, media keep broadcasting bulletins. This 

consistency seems to create a feeling of friendship. The media may not have very good news 

to broadcast, but they do not abandon the respondents. As a result, the respondents express a 

great feeling of social trust in radio as well as television.  

The relationship created between Jamaican media and the respondents is by no means 

unique for Jamaica. Maria Perez-Lugo made several studies addressing disaster preparedness 
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and emergency management during hurricanes in Puerto Rico. Perez-Lugo states that media 

cannot only be viewed as a tool for communication, but also an institution able to show 

friendship, commitment and respect – things that are as important as the information itself 

(Perez-Lugo, 2004:223). Therefore, Perez-Lugo (2004:219) labels this kind of relationship as 

‘the need for emotional support and companionship during the Impact Phase’.  

The findings presented above are not surprising. Media’s crisis communication can to a 

large extent be characterized with what previous studies define as significant for social trust in 

any risk- or crisis communication. However, significant with this finding is that media hardly 

can be said to carry out a two-way communication, but rather a one-way information. Neither 

the local authorities nor the public have an impact on what information media broadcast. The 

national authorities can make suggestions and produce content, but the media are not required 

to broadcast any of that. This makes everyone else in the communication triangle a passive 

audience of risk/crisis information – not communication.  

The findings referred to as risk information and not communication can be discussed 

from different aspects. For one, it can be perceived as a defeat for the Local Government 

Reform Act (2001); local governance and the public’s commitment in political matters are 

most likely not encouraged in the current communication triangle. From another aspect, this 

finding is noteworthy for the research field of social trust in risk communication. One-way 

risk- and crisis communication have by several studies been held responsible for 

deconstructing social trust (e.g. Slovic, 1986; Kasperson, 1986; Trettin & Musham, 2000; 

Wray et al. 2006). As risk- and crisis communication often take place when the receiver is a 

vulnerable position, they have an especially high need for recognition in terms of respect, 

concern and sympathy. To communicate this recognition is said to be almost impossible in a 

one-way communication process. The present study cannot confirm that social trust is 

impossible in one-way risk information. Media carry out one-way crisis information with 

bulletins, but they still possess a great amount of the respondents’ social trust. This might be 

explained by the fact that media manage to communicate respect, concern and sympathy for 

the public through the one-way directed message addressed as bulletins. It might also be 

explained by the theory of defining the receiver’s expectations and make sure to respond to 

these (see Cvetkovich & Löfstedt, 1999:5). Since the respondents do not expect a dialogue 

with media, media’s credibility is not harmed by the absence of any dialogue. Instead media’s 

credibility would be harmed if they cancelled bulletins – or were being dishonest by not 
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reporting about an estimated natural disaster – since this is what the respondents expect from 

media. 

 

7.1.3. Social trust in the Parish Council  

The respondents in the present study express little or no trust in the St Elizabeth Parish 

Council as a source for risk communication. Eight out of ten respondents do not know if the 

parish council distributes any risk information. Those two who have heard of any event 

organized by the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office have chosen not to participate – even 

though they express a wish to learn more about natural disasters.  

Perhaps the absence of social trust in the parish council can be related to the PDC’s 

choice of communication channels. Miss Bradford-Britton confirms she is focusing on 

interpersonal communication. She prefers to be ‘on the road’, doing emergency drills and talk 

to people in person. The public can also come to her office or give her a phone call. Despite 

all these opportunities, the respondents do not express any confidence in the risk 

communication carried out at the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office. A majority of the 

respondents say their only opportunity to get in touch with the parish council is to pay the 

office in Black River a visit. The respondents who live far from Black River are not sure they 

would ever have the time to go there – or the possibility (the roads are often blocked by fallen 

trees, landslides, heavy rain or flooding). Hence, the interpersonal communication is not a 

very reliable choice of communicating with the public. This seem to have an effect on the 

social trust as well; the respondents express a low level of social trust in the PDC, especially 

those respondents who live far from the parish council.  

The parish council as less entrusted than media can be illustrated with the public phone 

service ‘116’. The service is free of charge; anyone in Jamaica can phone 116 to have the 

latest updated weather forecast. In other words, the 116 service and media are to be 

considered equal in terms of updates and accessibility. Still, the respondents prefer bulletins 

instead of calling 116 – even though they might have to wait longer for the next bulletin in 

comparison with calling the 116 phone service. Preferring media might to some extent be 

explained by Perez-Lugo’s theory of need for emotional support (see page 34 in the present 

study), but the respondents also indicate the choice is a habit derived from greater social trust 

in media.  

The perception of the parish council’s knowledge and honesty can also be argued to 

affecting the level of social trust. The public education carried out by the PDC is often 
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directed to schoolchildren in St Elizabeth. Hence, the adult respondents of the present study 

have little or no knowledge about the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office, though they are 

well aware of the parish council in general. Neither do they have any suggestions what is 

done at the office when there are no emergencies to handle. Instead, a majority of the 

respondents contemptuously dismiss the employees at the parish council as idle, corrupt or 

just unskilled. When I ask one of the respondents what she think is going in the office, she 

describe it as follows: 
 

“It’s a lot of times it doesn’t work. They just give to people and they don’t do it as 

they should. They are the persons supposed to lay card on the table and display 

them for you. But they just sit back. With the air conditioner. They should go to 

the people and know they are comfortable!” (Respondent 9, 2011).  
 

Important to note is that all respondents say they would accept tinned food distributed by 

the parish council in times of emergencies. They would also go to a public emergency shelter 

if they had to. This indicates some kind of social trust in the parish council. Still, the trust is 

only expressed in matters related to emergency management – not at all when it comes to risk 

communication and disaster preparedness.  

 

7.1.4. Social trust in the national authorities 

The respondents express a greater social trust in national authorities than in the parish council. 

JIS and ODPEM are both national agencies associated with the government in Kingston. Both 

produces risk- and crisis communication broadcast by Jamaican media. Even though the 

respondents do not identify JIS or ODPEM as the sender of risk communication, they express 

some social trust in these agencies. This trust seems to come from the respondents’ 

perceptions of ODPEM as operator in emergency management. Hence, the respondents 

assume national authorities as quite reliable in crisis communication as well. This finding is 

especially interesting since only one respondent can identify risk- or crisis communication 

where ODPEM and JIS are the senders.  

The differences of social trust in local versus national authorities might be explained by 

the respondents’ expectations. As suggested before, social trust is constructed based on 

expectations on a relationship (Cvetkovich & Löfstedt, 1999:5). The respondents express high 

expectations on the parish council to show the population care and concern. The national 

authorities on their hand are supposed to take care of the country as a whole. Even though the 
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respondents say they understand that the parish council might have difficulties expressing 

concern due to poor finances, this lack of care and concern is seen as a great betrayal. The 

parish council is supposed to visit people, make sure they are comfortable and respond to 

inquiries. Respondents who personally been denied emergency assistance are those who 

express the greatest distrust. Some of them received assistance eventually, but they do not 

consider the assistance sufficient enough, and so it is still perceived as a betrayal. The 

respondent’s do not have the same expectations on the national authorities. Again, the level of 

social trust can be explained by the receivers’ various expectations on the institutions 

involved in the public risk communication.  

 

7.2. Social trust affecting the respondents’ disaster preparedness 

The model below illustrates how the respondent’s disaster preparedness is affected by the 

absence of social trust in the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office. It is based on the findings 

of the present study. Media reach the intended receiver with crisis communication. As a result 

of this, the public rarely receives risk communication addressing latent- or possible risks. 

Since the lack of risk communication significantly decreases the respondents’ ability to 

predict and prepare natural disasters, this is a critical gap in Jamaican disaster preparedness.  
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7.3. Not an equilateral communication triangle 

The communication triangle is not equilateral in Jamaica. The public entrust the 

communicator more than the sender of risk communication. The following section will 

address some concerns related to media’s prominent role in public risk communication.  

First, media tend to focus on crisis communication. The public has to receive crisis 

communication immediately for the message to be useful. Since Jamaica is a developing 

country with frequent power cuts, the access to communication channels can be limited – 

especially in times of emergencies. With this in mind, it is of great importance the public is 

well informed and prepared before natural disasters appear.  

Another aspect of media’s focus on crisis communication is what I, in the end of my stay 

in the field, labeled the yeh mon- attitude. Only a few of the respondents applied any long-

term disaster preparedness – and if they did, they were related to the respondent’s own 

experiences in previous natural disasters. The absence of long-term disaster preparedness 

cannot be explained by ignorance or lack of financial resources. Instead there is a widespread, 

unfortunate belief that nothing can be done to lessen the consequences of natural disasters. 

With a gesture of resignation the respondents said “There is nothing we can do to prepare, so 

all I can do is to say ‘Yeh, mon. No problem.’”3. With media not addressing risk 

communication, but only crisis communication – and media as the respondents’ only source 

for external risk- and crisis communication – there is no wonder the ‘yeh, mon-attitude’ is 

widespread among the respondents.  

Media in Jamaica do not receive any public funding. Hence, they do not have a liability 

to carry out public education. Instead, they are controlled by their own agenda and objectives. 

All radio- and television stations have agreed to broadcast bulletins every sixth hours, but 

nothing else is agreed upon.  When searching the television- and radio tableaus, I found one 

educational television show broadcast, except the bulletins. The show is broadcast once a 

week and addresses the importance of hurricane preparedness. The broadcaster may very well 

have good intentions, but broadcasting the show can also be seen from a commercial 

perspective. Commercial breaks interrupt the show several times. In a striking number of the 

commercials is the consumer encouraged to buy security equipment (emergency kit, hurricane 

straps etcetera) and insurances. It is easier to promote possible- and immediate risks, than 

latent risks. Hence, the focus on hurricanes in commercial media makes sense. This 

                                                        
3 ‘Yeh, mon. No problem.’ is Jamaican English for “I will cross that bridge when I get to it”. 
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argumentation is just speculations of media’s ulterior motives. Further research has to 

examine media content and the producers’ motives. What can be said though, is that media is 

not good enough as the public’s only source of risk communication as it creates a knowledge 

gap in terms of long-term disaster preparedness. This is made evident with the respondent’s 

knowledge gap in terms preparedness for possible- and latent risks.  

 

 

 

8. Implications for increasing social trust in the local authorities 
The population is not likely to reconsider its social trust in the local authorities as long as they 

do not perceive the parish council as a member of the communication triangle. From a 

perspective of public commitment and local governance, this is unfortunate.  

Public education as in disaster preparedness in Jamaica raises deep concerns in previous 

research (e.g. United Nations, 2007). The present study can confirm the concerns justified. 

Today, the respondents’ disaster preparedness is limited to actions taken in immediate risks. 

To increase the population’s ability to handle natural disasters, they have to enhance disaster 

preparedness for possible risks as well. Though it is not certain an increased level of 

knowledge would change the population’s risk behavior, it would at least provide the 

population ability to reassess their personal risk behavior. The ability to do so in terms of 

knowledge about natural disasters is what Jamaica is required to do according to the 

Declaration of Bizkia (1999).  

Since Jamaica signed the Declaration of Bizkaia, public education concerning natural 

disasters are to be considered a matter for the political institutions in Jamaica. To increase 

social trust in the authorities can also be said to make sense because it most likely would 

benefit the efficiency of emergency management. In other words, evacuations and other 

emergency procedures would become more efficient if the public cooperated with the parish 

councils. Increasing the public’s general social trust in the Parish Disaster Preparedness 

Office would most likely do this. Hence, focus in public risk communication has to be on how 

to increase the (local) authorities’ credibility.  
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8.1.1. Social media 

An efficient way to establish social trust is for the public to be invited in a dialogue with the 

authorities (see Kasperson, 1986; Trettin & Musham, 2000; Wray et al. 2006; Kapucu et al., 

2008). The findings in Jamaica do not fully support the theory of dialogue as a requirement 

for social trust – but dialogue would still likely encourage a faithful relationship between the 

parish council and the population it serves. Furthermore, the respondents seem to expect a 

certain amount of dialogue when it comes to the local authorities, which is an important 

insight when it comes to successful establishment of risk communication.  

The St Elizabeth Parish Disaster Preparedness Office’s resources are limited in terms of 

time and economy. Still, the PDC has to build social trust by becoming more visible to the 

public. One inexpensive way to establish a dialogue would be social media. Social media is a 

term for communication channels where the users create its content (Scott, 2010:38; 

Hedenstierna, Luc & Olsson, 2011:103). Social media have in previous studies been proved to 

encourage transparency, sender credibility and public discussions (Scott, 2010:38f; Andersson 

& Wik Yeung, 2011:134).  

St Elizabeth’s PDC already have a website on Facebook. However, the site has to become 

more active and the PDC has to act as a visible moderator of it. The public can use the site to 

report observations, send inquiries, asking questions. The PDC would have to spend some 

time replying to the public, but it is also an opportunity for the Parish Disaster Preparedness 

Office to send invitations and report from public education events. Whatever functions may 

be implemented in the future, the purpose with a Facebook site would be for the public and 

the PDC to have a dialogue. Today the social trust is harmed by the fact that the PDC does not 

even respond to the respondents’ inquiries. The issue about social trust is not that the public 

expect financial help from the parish council, but that the public does not feel recognized or 

respected when the PDC do not respond to their inquiries. Therefore the opportunity to have a 

dialogue has to be improved remarkable.  

A Facebook site would be an opportunity for the PDC to establish a relationship with the 

population she serves – but it is also a possibility for the public to meet and have a discussion 

about matters all Jamaicans have to handle at some point, namely natural disasters. Such 

initiative would probably be positive for the public perception of the parish council’s good-

will, openness, accessibility, and concern for the public safety.  
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8.1.2. Media as a locomotive 

Individuals are affected differently by the very same risk communication; they have different 

experiences, beliefs and ability to process new information (Mileti & Fitzpatrick, 1991:20ff; 

Hilhorst, 2003:40). To reach as many as possible, the parish council has to communicate with 

a variety of channels and contexts.   

Authorities often have an asymmetrical communication with the public (Klang, 2011:49). 

It might not be necessary to change this, because the public expects nothing else from the 

relationship. Although Jamaica is a ‘young’ nation with a high number of early adapters of 

social media, additional risk communication has to be carried out through more ‘traditional’ 

channels. 

Social trust is slowly gained, but it can disappear in a second (Slovic, 1993:678). Hence, 

it might be a good idea for the PDC to cooperate with an already entrusted institution, namely 

‘traditional’ media (i.e. local radio, television and newspapers). Reporters from the local 

newspaper come by the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office from time to time, but often miss 

Bradford-Britton is not prepared to answer their questions, and so the reporter’s is having a 

hard time collecting information for the story. Instead of neglecting the reporters, the PDC 

should ‘use’ local media to promote her work. To do that the PDC has to become pro-active.  

By preparing answers in current matters, and perhaps even organize public events and 

expositions, the PDC would invite the local media to report what the parish council is 

currently up to. Natural disasters is a topic well suited for media dramaturgy, and local media 

in Jamaica are very fond of reporting events where the public express commitment in political 

matters. In other words, the Parish Disaster Preparedness Office has a golden opportunity to 

establish a beneficial relationship with local media.  

Public events would not only benefit the relationship between local authorities. It would 

also be an opportunity to strengthen the relationship with the public. First, the event itself 

would be an opportunity to strengthen the relationship between the public and its local 

authorities. Second, public events would have positive side effects such as strengthen the 

parish council as a caretaker for the public safety. Other possible side effects would be 

openness and accessibility. The parish council would most likely gain social trust by giving 

the employees at the parish council a face. Also important for the social trust is to inform the 

public how to access those. In other words, above-mentioned implications are necessary for 

the parish council’s future legitimacy, not least when it comes to public risk communication.  
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9. Final chapter  

9.1. Concluding remarks 

The findings describe how St Elizabeth Parish Council distributes risk information. Despite 

these efforts, none of the respondents receive this information. Instead the respondents listen 

to crisis communication broadcast in media. In terms of social trust, this means the 

respondents express little or none social trust in the parish council’s risk communication. It 

also shows that the respondents express a great social trust in media.  

White (1945) stresses that his American respondents had a little interest in disaster 

preparedness, as they perceived natural disasters an act of God. The findings in the present 

study indicate a similar explanation. Media is entrusted to carry out crisis communication, but 

the respondents somewhat overlook the importance of risk communication. By referring to 

natural disasters as an act of God, they dismiss any attempts to encourage disaster 

preparedness. This is an important aspect of public risk communication in Jamaica; as the 

respondents’ general interest in risk communication is low, institutions carrying out risk 

communication (i.e. the local authorities, not media) become less prominent in the public risk 

communication. This finding provides the present study with two conclusions. First, religion 

is a significant factor in natural disasters and social trust in risk communication related to 

those. Religion is likely not as influential in risk communication regarding man-made 

disasters, which means these two have to be clearly distinguished when examining social 

trust. Second, the social trust has to be examined with a research method embracing a broad 

spectrum of possible factors. Religion was not the first factor crossing my mind, but during 

my stay in Jamaica it became obvious to me it played a major part in understanding the 

respondents’ risk perceptions. Suggesting an open mind when examining social trust in risk 

communication does not necessarily mean an ethnographic approach, or even a qualitative 

approach, but risk perceptions and social trust are complex. Hence, the research method used 

has to be open for what the respondents express as important for their risk perceptions.  

The findings cannot tell if the social trust influences how the respondents receive a 

message. However, the findings give evidence for social trust as important for the respondents 

when they decide which sources they use for risk- and crisis communication. Because of a 

low level of social trust in the local authorities, the respondents use media for crisis 

communication. As a consequence of this behavior the respondents’ level of long-term 

disaster preparedness is low. The absence of long-term disaster preparedness may have 
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consequences for the respondents’ abilities to handle natural disasters; they cannot predict 

what natural disaster that might occur and can therefore not make preparations in advance. 

Hence, this study presents implications to strengthen the credibility of the institution most 

likely to carry out this kind of risk communication, namely the parish council. The measures 

are inspired by crisis communication and the concept of issues management. The purpose of 

issues management is to gain (or regain) credibility and legitimacy by establishing a faithful 

relationship before the crisis occurs (Grunig & Hunt, 1984:57; Cheney & Christensen, 

2001:238). Issues management is usually applied within the field of public relations (Cheney 

& Christensen, 2001:237f). However, the present study has argued issues management can be 

applied within public risk communication as well.    

Another significant theme in the findings is the matter of risk communication versus risk 

information. The dialogue as mandatory for social trust in risk- and crisis communication is a 

widely acknowledged theory (e.g. Keeney & von Winterfeldt, 1986; Warg, 2000; Trettin & 

Musham, 2000; Breck, 2002:116; Wray et al., 2006). In St Elizabeth, the crisis 

communication has been identified as media distributing risk information to the public. Since 

the crisis communication is directed one-way, it shall be addressed as a kind of risk 

information – not communication. According to previous studies, the respondents’ would then 

express no social trust in media. This is not the case in St Elizabeth. In fact, the respondents 

express a great social trust in media. Hence, the present study challenges the widely 

acknowledged belief that social trust can only be built in a two-way information exchange. 

Rather, the findings give evidence for Cvetkovich’s and Löfstedt’s theory (1999) of social 

trust as identified by the receiver’s expectations. The absence of dialogue is not an issue for 

social trust – as long as the receiver does not expect one to take place. Expectations can also 

explain the respondents’ low level of trust in the parish council. The public expects a dialogue 

to take place. Therefore is the absence of one perceived as a great betrayal – a betrayal with 

consequences for the public’s social trust in the local authorities, and so for the parish 

council’s legitimacy.  

The relationship between social trust and expectations are significant for the research 

field of social trust and risk communication. As mentioned before, it challenges a widespread 

theory about dialogue as mandatory for social trust. It also gives evidence for the importance 

of addressing various social institutions – also those who are not authorized by the 

government to carry out public risk communication. Media in Jamaica is a non-governmental 

institution with no political power (i.e. authorized by the government to carry out public risk 



Yeh, mon. No problem 
Fanny Hellsing  

Stockholm University 
 

  45 

communication). Still, they are to be considered very influential in the respondents’ risk 

perceptions. They can therefore be said to have a kind of symbolic power in public risk 

communication. Media’s importance in public risk communication has been acknowledged 

before (e.g. Findahl, 2000; Beck, 1992). Yet, the research field of social trust in risk 

communication has neglected the importance of actors with other kinds of power, such as 

media (Mythen, 2004:94). Hence, to compare the receivers’ social trust in the sender versus 

the communicator in Nordlund’s communication triangle, have provided some important 

findings to the research field of social trust in risk communication.  

 

9.2. Drawbacks of the applied method 

According to Schrøder et al. (2003:48) should ethnographers be careful with generalizations 

about the findings. The findings in the present study are a construction of data made by 

seventeen respondents and me. Another ethnographer, meeting respondents in other situations 

and period of times might come to other conclusions about the public risk communication in 

Jamaica.  

There is reason to believe the findings are strongly related to its geographical location, 

namely St Elizabeth. ODPEM distribute guidelines to all the parish councils, but the PDC is 

allowed to organize the public risk communication, as s/he consider suitable. The findings are 

therefore strongly related to the parish of St Elizabeth and how miss Bradford-Britton chooses 

to carry out her duties at the St Elizabeth Parish Disaster Preparedness Office. Hence, the 

findings can under no circumstances be said to account for Jamaican risk communication in 

general.  

The strength of ethnography is data confirmed by multiple sources and methods 

(Fetterman, 2010:52; Creswell, 2003:14). The limited period of time spent in the field can be 

seen as a drawback in the present study. No immediate risks had to be handled during my stay 

in Jamaica. Consequently no observations have been made on crisis communication. Instead, 

the section addressing crisis communication and actual risk behavior are based only on 

qualitative interviews.  

The applied methods in the field allowed me to confirm data with follow-up questions 

and even observations of actual behavior. The findings suggest a greater social trust in media 

than in the parish council.  The ethnographic approach also allowed me to examine possible 

nuances and details in the public’s perceptions. The study is therefore valid from an 
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ethnographic point of view. Yet, the selected methods are not able to tell us how much more 

entrusted media are in comparison with the local authorities. Previous studies have made 

attempts to measure social trust on a sliding scale (e.g. Slovic, Flynn & Layman, 1991; 

Sjöberg, 2001; Powell & Lewis, 2008). Because the present study argue social trust being a 

dynamic relationship, it is problematic to speak of social trust in terms of ‘non-existing’ or 

even ‘low’, since both suggests social trust having a numerical value. To claim any 

generalizations of how social trust affects public risk communication, the present study has to 

be supplemented with research taking point of departure in other research methods.  

 

9.3. Implications for further research 

The applied methods in the present study enable any generalizations to be made concerning 

public risk communication as a whole. Hence, future studies should also apply a quantitative 

or strucutralist approach to immerse the scholarly understanding of public risk 

communication in Jamaica.  

The present study have addressed if social trust have an impact on public risk 

communication. What not yet has been examined is why the social structures are constituted 

as they are. Why is the respondents’ social trust in media greater than their social trust in the 

parish council? The answer might as for example be found in a historical context; Jamaica is a 

young nation and a former colony. Another possible explanation is the economical aspect; 

Jamaica is a developing country with a widespread corruption. 25 percent of the population 

says they have been proposed with a corrupt proposal from state employees (Powell & Lewis 

2008:49). As these approaches are only assumption, future studies have to examine how 

social structures and cultural contexts affect public risk communication in Jamaica.  

To make generalizations, research has to be carried out in other parishes as well. Though, 

it is not only the geographical aspect of it – but also a socioeconomic. Jamaica is a developing 

country with distinct social and economical inequalities among the population. The present 

study has addressed a selection of respondents from different socio-economic groups. Future 

studies have to examine differences between these groups.   

Present study emphasized media’s prominent role in public risk- and crisis 

communication. As a result of this, it is necessary to further explore this issue. In order to gain 

a holistic understanding, media content and its producers have to be put in the limelight. 

Questions as why media choose crisis communication instead of risk communication cannot 
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be answered within the frames of the present study. Hence, this has to be addressed in forth-

coming research.  

The above-mentioned implications for future research all aims at increasing the 

knowledge regarding public risk- and crisis communication in Jamaica. The findings and 

implications in the present study are however not only interesting for Jamaica, but also for the 

research field of risk communication. The measures are inspired by how credibility is 

constructed in public relations and other areas of crisis communication. Hence, future studies 

have to examine if and how the suggested measures are successful in public risk 

communication concerning natural disasters.  

Another important matter in future studies is the issue of dialogue. Today, a majority of 

the influential scholars in the field of risk communication argue for dialogue as a precondition 

to build social trust (Breck, 2002:116f). The present study is to some extent influenced by this 

theory; the measures are suggested to create an active public. Yet, the findings do not give 

evidence for the necessity to have a dialogue. In fact, the respondent’s express the greatest 

social trust in an institution carrying out one-way information. In other words, the present 

study highlights a very unfortunate assumption within its research field. If institutions 

carrying out one-way risk information are considered irrelevant for studies of social trust, 

traditional media are to be considered irrelevant in risk- and crisis communication. To make 

such assumption is very unfortunate; media are, to say the least, an important actor in risk- 

and crisis communication in Jamaica. Hence, the present study gives evidence for the 

importance of continuously and open-minded examine social trust as a factor in all processes 

where risk information is communicated – regardless if it is considered to be risk 

communication or risk information.   
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11. Appendix 1 – Respondents in the ethnographic interviews 

 

Respondent Gender Age Occupation Education Hometown S-Ec. group 
1 Female 49 Comm. farmer High school Aberdeen Middle 
2 Male 64 Farmer Illiterate Accompong Poor 
3 Female 40 Shop owner A-level Accompong Middle 
4 Male 40 Principle University Accompong Upper 
5 Female 59 Farmer Illiterate Balaclava Poor 
6 Male 55 Farmer High school Balaclava Poor 
7 Female 65 Retired A-level Black River Upper 
8 Male 51 Comm. farmer High school Black River Middle 
9 Female 53 Maid High school Black River Middle 

10 Female 42 Employed University Black River Upper 
 

Socio-economic groups: 
Poor – the respondent are not able to support for herself. 
Middle – the respondent are dependent on an employment to support for herself. 
Upper – the respondent are not dependent on any employment to support for herself.  
 
The classification was made by the Social Development Commission (see Lowe 2009). The table is 
based on the information the respondents gave in the interviews.  
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12. Appendix 2 – Guide for the expert interviews 
‐ Name 
‐ Workplace and title 
 
‐ Can you describe St Elizabeth in general terms? (Wealthy, rural or particular problems). 
‐ Are natural disasters a big concern in St Elizabeth/Jamaica? 
‐ How do your workplace work with disaster preparedness? 
‐ Do you have legal responsibility? 
‐ Do you work with preparedness, mitigation or management? 
‐ Does the work vary according to seasons (management/preparedness)? 
‐ Individual or group sessions? 
‐ Which channels do you use? Why?  
‐ Do you corporate with other institutions? (NGO’s, PDC etc.).  
‐ Can people contact you in case they need help, or is that the parish council/poor relief/PDC? 

 
‐ Can consequences of natural disasters be avoided with knowledge and preparation? 
‐ Are people in general prepared how to behave in case of emergencies? 
‐ Are they prepared, scared or think they can do anything about it? 
‐ How do they get the information? 
‐ Is there a difference between different kinds of disasters (hurricanes and earthquakes)? 
‐ Do people in general get enough information about how to behave during – and mitigate the 

consequences of a natural disaster?  
‐ What else can be done?  
‐ Are poor people more exposed to disaster preparedness? 
‐ Is there a geographical difference in disaster preparedness? 
‐ Are people receptive of disaster preparedness? Do they listen and act according to the 

information? 
‐ What is the main reason why people are harmed of natural disasters? 
 
‐ Does media play an important role in the disaster preparedness? 
‐ Are there any particular channels that work better than others? 
‐ In your opinion, does the bulletins work? 
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13. Appendix 3 – Guide for the ethnographic interviews 
- What is your name? 
- Where do you live?  
- What is your occupation? 
- What is your family status? 

 
- Can you describe what kind of natural disasters you are exposed to? 
- Do you think there is anything you can do to prevent or mitigate a natural disaster? 
- Have you ever experienced a natural disaster? 
- Did you know that could happen to you?  
- How did you identify the natural disaster? 
- How did you react? Were you afraid? 
- Did you stay home during the natural disaster? Did you know where to go? 
- Did you hear any official information during the disaster? 
- What made you decide it was safe to go back home? 
- Did you need any help from friends, family or institutions after the disaster? 
- Did you try to get more information about natural disasters after this event? From whom? 
- Did you change your behavior after the natural disaster? 

 
- Do you think about natural disasters in your daily life? 
- Do you take actions to be prepared for natural disasters? 
- Do you know… 

…when the hurricane season is? 
…where your nearest public emergency shelter is? 
…what is in an emergency kit? 

- Do you have an emergency kit, water tank or food supplies at home? 
- Do you and your family ever talk about natural disasters? 
- Do you trust the bulletins more than you trust what you see with your own eyes? 

 
- If you needed help during a natural disaster, whom would you contact? 
- Would you call the fire brigade, police, parish council or the Red Cross? 
- Would you go to a public emergency shelter instead of friends and family? 
- Is there help you can get at a public emergency shelter that you cannot get from friends and 

family? 
 

- Do you know if the parish council has any information or materials for you in case of 
emergencies? 

- In what situation would you contact them? 
- Have you ever experienced their assistance? 
- Have you ever met the Parish Disaster Coordinator? 
- Have you participated in an emergency drill or other session with the PDC? 
- Do you know how to get in contact with the PDC? 
- Do you think the parish council would assist you if you asked for it? 
- Is the parish council doing its best to help you?  
- Is it a matter of lack of resources or that they don’t use it properly? 
- What can the parish council do to make you feel better prepared for natural disasters? 
- Are you dependent on the parish council to feel prepared for natural disasters? Who else 

would you rely on? 
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