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Abstract: To influence risk perception of laypersons and
increase acceptance towards a new technology numbers
of probability or detailed description of the technology
are insufficient. In this interview-based study we like to
investigate the effects of different types of knowledge
transfer on the perceived risk concerning EMF (Electro
Magnetic Fields). Depending on the experimental setting
the participants get a brochure containing either
"knowledge about this new technology" or "knowledge
about the risk context". Participants are split in an ex-
posed (living near a transmitter) and a non-exposed
group. Further variables such as personal concernment,
motivational profile, information-processing mode, trust
and confidence will be considered as well.

Introduction

Empirical findings could obviously clarify that layper-
sons do not understand risk simply as the product of
probability and harm. They do include various peripheral
characteristics (Slovic, Fischhoff & Lichtenstein, 85;
Slovic, 87; Slovic, 92).

1.1 Unknown and complex technology

Mobile communication still can be understood as a new
technology, where the risk has to be considered as hy-
pothetical or vage. People have little knowledge how it
really works, what type of radiation it is, how potent
transmitters are and in how far health effects are possible.
Experts probably think that the low acceptance of a
technology is the result of a lack of knowledge. And if a
new and unknown technology causes negative feelings
among people then a transfer of knowledge about the
technology would make it less unknown and therefore
more acceptable. In our point of view the transfer of
knowledge about the technology does not increase the
acceptance significantly on its own. In addition
knowledge about the risk context has to be transferred
and social trust has to be considered as well.

1.2 Risk context

In our investigation we compare systematically two
types of knowledge transfer. A brochure containing
"knowledge about this new technology" and another
brochure containing "knowledge about the risk context"
will be designed and distributed among our participants.
The latter brochure includes comparisons of different
types of risks, a clear and vivid representation of proba-
bilities, a brief summary of the ongoing discussion in the
area of EMF and considerations concerning the con-
struction of risk notion (Rohrmann, 98). Usually lay-

persons are confused with probabilities, therefore an
adequate representation of frequencies or a comparison
with other sources of risks will be advantageous (Scholz,
87; Gigerenzer, 97; Nothbaum, 97). The influences of the
social context should be a part of the brochure as well: In
the year 1912 e.g. people were warned that the regularly
use of a phone might provoke mania diseases.

1.3 Methodic Design

This will be a 2x4 Design, where each group contains at
least 20 persons. To investigate the effect of exposure
participants are split in an exposed, who are living near a
GSM-transmitter, and a non-exposed group. To evaluate
systematically the effect of the knowledge transfer one
group gets the brochure about the technology, the second
group gets the brochure about the risk context, the third
group gets both brochures and the forth group is the
control group, what means they don't get any brochure.
Participants are interviewed before the knowledge
transfer, shortly after and a view month after.

1.4 A psycholagical model of risk perception

Why exposed people often perceive risk in a different
way then non-exposed people? Why some exposed
people are extremely concerned about the risk while
other exposed people are not concerned at all? Which
motivational and cognitive processes trigger that differ-
ence? What is the relationshiip between exposure, con-
cernment and risk perception? To answer these questions
we investigate risk perception on an individual level.

Fig. 1: Supposed model of the causal relationship be-
tween variables
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In a risk communication context a change of risk per-
ception/risk acceptance on the individual level depends
directly on the content and the source of the information,



the information processing mode (analytic versus intui-
tive) and the motivational profile in the sense of a sub-
jective weight. The information-processing mode results
from the personal concernment and the cognitive ca-
pacity. Personal concernment depends on the content
and source of the information, the fact to be exposed or
not and the motivational profile.

Variables as the personal concernment and the motiva-
tional profile will be assessed by various interview items
(Figner & Grasmiick, 99). It is very important to say that
the personal concernment or involvement is not simply a
reflection of the fact of to be exposed or not. More than
that it is the result of an interaction of the information,
the exposure and the motivational profile (Grasmuick,
Harlimann & Scholz, 01).

In addition to the content of the information the source or
the sender of the information plays also an important role
in a risk communication context (e.g. Jungermann, H.,
Pfister, H.-J., & Fischer, K. 1996). A dual-mode model
of social trust and confidence is suggested (Earle, T.
C.,Siegrist, M., & Gutscher, H., 01), where social trust is
based on a value similarity and confidence is based on
the past performance of the actor. Both influence the risk
acceptance and the willingness to cooperate. In the sense
of an interaction social trust can influence the confidence
via the perception of the performance. In agreement with
Prof. Gutscher and Dr. Siegrist we will use the same
items as them.

Beside the content and the source of the information, the
kind of information processing has to be considered as
well: analytic versus intuitive (Scholz, 87), heuristic
versus systematic (Chaiken, Liberman & Eagly, 87) or
central versus peripheral (Petty & Caccioppo, 86). In the
analytical mode information is evaluated carefully and
rational. In the intuitive mode information is judged
rather superficial by the use of simple heuristics. A
famous example of such a heuristic is the inconsiderate
and non-critical acceptance of an argument, only because
I trust very much in the source of the information. The
idea that this kind of information processing affect the
Risk judgement was not really new but recently revital-
ized by Trumbo (99) or by Griffin et al. (99). The per-
sonal concernment and the cognitive capacity influence
the information-processing mode. We suppose a curvi-
linear relationship between concernment and the proba-
bility to be in an analytic information processing mode or
a reverse curvilinear relationship between concernment
and the probability to be in an intuitive infor-
mation-processing mode. If the concernment of a person
is very low then it is just too bored to invest too much
energy in the topic. If the concernment of a person is very
high than it is just too activated and stressed to look
carefully at the things (Jepson & Chaiken, 90). In a
medium range of concernment or activation an optimal
analytic information processing takes place, according to
the Yerkes-Dodson-rule (08). In our investigation we
don't pay attention to the cognitive capacity as a variable.

Regarding the motivational profile an interesting double
function is suggested. On the one hand it determines the
degree of the personal concernment and the way in which
the information is processed. On the other hand the

motivational profile directly affects the risk perception
and acceptance in the sense of a subjective weight of the
information content (Lopes, 95). The relationship be-
tween the perceived benefit and the risk judgement is
supposed to be inverse (Alhakami & Slovic, 94).

Conclusion

Which information has to be transferred for an optimized
impact on risk perception? Knowledge about the tech-
nology and/or knowledge about the risk context? In how
far the knowledge transfer is influenced or interacts with
psychological parameters of the individual?

Thus, the main goals of this social science project are 1st
to get a better understanding of the risk perception con-
cerning mobile communication (more precisely GSM
radiation) on the individual level and 2nd to investigate
the impacts of different types of knowledge transfer in
risk communication.

According to our hypotheses the transfer of "knowledge
about this new technology™" does not increase the ac-
ceptance significantly on its own. Whereas the transfer of
"knowledge about the risk context" should have a major
effect, which could be modulated by the exposure, the
personal concernment, the motivational profile, the
information-processing mode, the social trust in the
Mobile Communication Corporations and the confidence
in the content of the information material.
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