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ABSTRACT

Thisstudysoughttomeasurehowriskperceptionandbehaviorintentionofresidentsincoastalcounties
inSouthernAlabama,Mississippi,andNorthernFloridamayhavechangedbeforeandafterHurricane
MichaelinOctober2018.Theaimofthisresearchprojectwastocompareindividualresponsesto
impendingdisastersbeforethehurricaneandcomparethemtoresponsesinareashitbythestorm.
Theauthorsusedanexperimenttoexaminehowvisualcuesandmediamessageswereinterpreted
byresidentsandtheirreportedinfluenceonanindividual’sriskperceptionanddecision-makingin
thesituation.Withroughly1,030respondents,resultsindicatedthatlivevideowasmostlikelyto
motivaterespondentstoprepareactivitiesafterthestorm,whichwasintheoppositedirectionof
thoserespondentsansweringbeforethehurricanestruck.Theauthorshopethefindingsofthisstudy
canhelpbroadcastersbettertargettheirmessagesastheymoveforward.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

BetweenMay15andNovember30eachyear,U.S.residentsandtouristsalongtheGulfofMexico
andAtlanticOceanbracethemselvesforthepotentialofahurricaneortropicalstorm.Hurricane
seasonisamongthemostdangerousweather-relatedtimeframesintheUnitedStates,especiallyfor
thoseontheSoutheastandEasternseaboards.OnOctober10,2018,theFlorida-Alabamacoastwas
struckbyHurricaneMichael,aCategory5hurricane.AccordingtotheSaffir-Simpsonhurricane
windscale,hurricanescanrangefromCategory1to5onthescale,withonebeingtheweakestand
fivebeingthestrongest(NationalHurricaneCenter,2018).Michael’spathwentthroughsoutheastern
UnitedStatesandtraveledupthecoastasfarastheChesapeakeBay.SpecificallyMichaelstruckthe
Floridapanhandle,thefirstCategory5hurricanetohitthatarea;itstillcaused45deathsandroughly
$25billioninpropertydamages(NCEI,2019).

These circumstances provide a unique opportunity to look at how individuals along the
southeasterncoastperceiveandprepareforahurricane—bothbeforeandafteralarge-scalestormhas
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arrived.Particularly,weareinterestedinhowexposuretoarecenthurricanemayinfluencetheirrisk
perceptionsandpreparatoryactivities.Weexaminedtheroleofpriorexperienceandtheoptimism
biasindeterminingthelikelihoodtotakeactionifahurricaneisforecastforthearea,aftersignificant
weatherhasjustpassed.Thus,thecurrentstudyfocusedonexploringvariousvisualnewsmessages
withinthecontextofareal-lifedisastersetting.Withtheswiftdevelopmentofmediatechnologyin
thecontemporaryera,thisresearchallowsustodeterminehowviewschangeovertimeafteralarge-
scaledisasteraffectstheirarea.Specifically,weexaminedvarioussubpopulations,suchasgender,
raceandeducationaldifferences.Thesesubpopulationsareoftenreferredtoassociallyvulnerable
populations(Cutter,Ash,&Emrich,2003).

Ourstudy includedanexperimentwith threevisualsimulations towarn individualsabouta
hypotheticalhurricane.Theintentionwastotestwhetherindividualsresponddifferentlytomedia
messagesthatincludea“coneofuncertainty,”livevideoofhurricanesoratext-basedwarnings,
andwhethertheexperienceofarecenteventmayaltertheirviews.Thereweretwodatacollection
periods—bothbeforeandfollowingHurricaneMichael.Therefore,wewereabletocaptureviewpoints
duringastatictimeperiodandimmediatelyafterrespondentsexperiencedamajorhurricane.This
opportunityallowedusawindowintoseeingwhatfactorsenactedchangeinrespondents’intentions
tobothgatherinformationandengageinpreparatoryactivitiesforamajorstorm.Giventhetimeliness
ofthedata,thisstudyshouldprovidesignificantlyusefulinformationforbroadcastmeteorologists.
Thedatareflectaccuratesituationsthatmediapractitionerscanusewhenformulatingthetypesof
messagesthattheydisseminatetothepublicduringthetimeofahurricane.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Whenreviewingscholarshipaboutdisasterpreparedness,thekeyfactorsofinfluencefocusonprevious
disasterexperience,highertrustinauthority,greaterperceptionofriskandconsequences,smaller
familysize,andbeinggeographicallyclosertoanevacuationzone.Allofwhichgenerallyincrease
thelikelihoodforanindividualtoevacuate(Dash,2002;Stein,Duenas-Osorio,&Subramanian,2010;
Wachinger,Renn,Begg,&Huhlick,2013).However,whileindividualsmaysuggesttheirlikelihood
toevacuateiflargestormpresentsitselfinahypotheticalscenario,theeffectivenessofevacuation
warningsmaynotbethatinfluentialonpeople’sactualchoiceswhensevereweatherhits(Baker,
1991).Forexample,RuchandSchumann(1997)predictedan89%evacuationrateintheTexasarea,
butinfact,only29%ofthepopulationactuallyevacuatedwhenHurricaneBretstruckTexasin1999
(Prater,Wenger,&Grady,2000).

Otherscholarshavesaidthatanindividual’sabilitytodoanon-siteevaluationofthesituation
caninfluencepeople’stendencytoevacuate(LindellandPerry,2004).Forexample,Perry,Lindell,
andTierney(2001)believedthatthelevelofinformationseeking,regardlessofsource,isapredictor
ofdecision-makinginsevereweather.Similarly,Kellens,Zaalbery,andMaeyer(2011)suggested
that longer-term residents generally have more disaster knowledge about their home areas than
temporaryresidents.Generally,thescholarsstatethatlong-timeresidentsarelesslikelytoevacuate
duringsevereweather,suggestingthathowlongsomeonelivesinacommunityisanindicatorof
one’sdecreasinglikelihoodtoevacuate.Thesescholarsalsofoundthatfamilysizeandmakeup(such
asfamilieswithoutyoungchildrenorelderlymembers)weremorelikelytoleavehazardousareas
(Kellens,Zaalbery,&Maeyer,2011;Trumboetal,2011).

Further,priorresearchonevacuationgenerallytreatsitasadichotomousvariable,lookingonly
atwhethersomeonewouldchoosetoevacuateorchoosetostayinthehazardousarea(e.g.Dash&
Gladwin,2007).However,scholarssuchasKang,LindellandPrater(2007)andArmstrong,Houand
Towery(2019)arguedthatindividualsmaytakepreparatoryactionwhensevereweatherisimminent
otherthanevacuatingthehazardousarea.FollowingworkbyLindell,LuandPrater(2005)during
HurricaneLili,theseauthorslistedsixspecificactivitiesthatmaybepartofthedisasterevacuation
process(Kang,Lindell,&Prater,2007),including,“preparetoleavework,travelworktohome,
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