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Risk perception has emerged 

as a critical area for research 

and intervention in managing 

risks, addressing 

environmental challenges and 

facilitating energy transitions. 

This focus stems from the 

recognition that individual 

action, both in the private (e.g. 

self-protection, consumption) 

and public spheres (e.g. voting, 

expressing support), plays a 

crucial role in these domains. 
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Underlying this emphasis is often the implicit assumption (in the 

academia, the media, the organizations and the policy spheres) that risk 

perception correlates positively with mitigation and/or self-protective 

behaviors at the individual level: if individuals change their beliefs about 

the risk, they will change their behavior







Is the assumption that risk perception is the main determinant 

of behavior empirically true?

Are there other more relevant factors determining behavior?

Is even risk perception a significant determinant of behavior?



What is risk perception?



Risk perception is a psychological construct (that can be 

measured or approximated) that results from the combination of 

two beliefs or perceptions: perceived susceptibility or probability

and perceived severity of a hazard event

Hazard (natural, 

environmental, societal, 

biological, technological)

A hazard event is an occurrence 

that has the potential to cause 

harm, damage, or adverse 

effects

Risk perception



Perceived severity refers to an individual's assessment of how 
serious the consequences of a risk or threat would be if it were 
to occur. It's about the magnitude of harm or negative outcomes 
that a person believes would result from the risk. An 
individual's belief about the seriousness or magnitude of 
consequences if exposed to a threat or risk.

Perceived susceptibility is an individual's subjective 
assessment of their likelihood of experiencing a particular risk 
or threat. It's about how vulnerable a person feels to a specific 
risk.





• Beyond simply accounting for what people fear 

and why, research on risk perceptions is 

important because of what it means for risk 

exposure, risk communication, and risk 

management. 

• The terrorist attack of September 11, 2001 

led—indirectly—to additional injuries and 

fatalities after the attack as more Americans, 

newly concerned about the security risks of air 

travel, opted for higher-risk long-distance 

travel by automobile instead

• Similar patterns emerge across a wide range of 

individual and societal hazards such as 

smoking, speeding, nuclear power, and genetic 

modification. In sum, the manner in which 

people perceive risk is important because it 

influences individual behavior as well as 

the acceptance of—and commitment to—

specific technologies, policies, and norms.



Is risk perception as pivotal in 
shaping individual behavior as 
commonly assumed?



Risk perception, the combinationof

perceived probability and severity of a 

hazard event, is a well-established

precursor of private flood mitigation (e.g., 

Grothmann & Reusswig, 2006; Kievik & 

Gutteling, 2011). Although the magnitude

of this relationship is contested

(Babcicky & Seebauer, 2019; Bubeck et al., 

2012), households need to perceive a 

certain minimum level of risk in order to

form intentions to take precautionary

measures (Kievik & Gutteling, 2011).



“Our literature review 

shows, however, that, 

actually, this relationship 

(between risk perception 

and mitigation behavior) 

is hardly observed in 

empirical studies”



Traditional risk perception models often focus on 

cognitive assessments (e.g., perceived likelihood and 

severity). The assumption that these beliefs are the main 

determinant of behavior overlooks the crucial role that 

emotions play in the decision-making process and 

subsequent actions.

Emotional factors such as fear and worry show a positive 

correlation with the adoption of mitigation measures 

(Terpstra, 2011). 

Slovic et al. (2007) proposed the affect heuristic, 

suggesting that emotions serve as a rapid, intuitive system 

for judging risks. This emotional assessment often 

precedes and guides cognitive evaluation. Loewenstein 

et al. (2001) argued that emotional reactions to risky 

situations often diverge from cognitive assessments (Risk-

as-Feelings Hypothesis). In many cases, emotional 

reactions drive behavior more directly than cognitive 

evaluations of risk.

First problem: the role of 

emotions. Is fear or worry a 

better predictor of behaviour

than perceived severity?



Based on Protection Motivation Theory, high-risk 

perceptions alone might be insufficient to elicit 

protective responses. These perceptions must be 

accompanied by positive coping appraisal to result 

in effective protective behavior.

Without belief in the efficacy of protective measures 

or one's ability to implement them, high-risk 

perception may lead to maladaptive responses (e.g., 

fatalism, denial).

Two meta-analyses of PMT studies have evaluated

the overall usefulness of PMT for predicting health-

related protective behavior. Interestingly, both these

meta-analyses, come to the conclusion that the 

“coping-appraisal” component of the model was

found to have greater predictive validity of health-

related intentions and behavior than the “threat-

appraisal” component (Bubeck et al., 2012).

Second problem: threat appraisal

alone might be insufficient to

elicit protective responses 

without coping appraisal



A schematic overview of protection motivation theory

(adapted from Rogers and Prentice-Dunn, 1997).



Third problem: The attitude towards the behavior 

might be more important than the attitude 

towards the risk in predicting intention E.g. Research on pro-environmental 

actions (Bamberg & Möser, 2007) 

shows that attitudes towards specific 

behaviors (e.g., recycling) often 

outweigh general environmental 

concern in predicting actions.
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Attitude towards the behaviour

• Behavioral specificity: Attitudes towards specific behaviors are more closely linked

to actual actions than general risk attitudes. 

• Cost-Benefit analysis at the behavioral level: Individuals evaluate each potential

mitigating action based on its perceived: a) Benefits (effectiveness in reducing risk) b) 

Costs (time, effort, money, social implications). This granular evaluation leads to

varying intentions across different risk-mitigating behaviors. 

• Multiple pathways for risk mitigation: A single risk often has multiple potential

mitigating actions. Individuals may have different attitudes towards each action, 

leading to varied intention levels.

• Immediate vs. abstract consequences: Behavioral attitudes often involve more 

immediate and concrete consequences.  Risk attitudes may be more abstract and 

psychologically distant.





Fourth problem: Perceived social norms 

and personal norms are often more 

important in driving intention (and 

behavior) that perceived severity and 

susceptibility





Integrated Behavioral Model (Fishbein and Yzer, 2003) 
https://www.med.upenn.edu/hbhe4/part2-ch4-integrated-behavior-model.shtml

Fifth problem: All these dimensions are determinants of 

intention to perform the behavior. But what about the other 

predictors of behavior not related to the personal intention? Dimensions beyond
intention



The COM-B model for behavior change 

cites capability (C), opportunity (O), and 

motivation (M) as three key factors capable 

of changing behavior (B). Capability refers 

to an individual’s psychological and 

physical ability to participate in an 

activity. Opportunity refers to external 

factors that make a behavior possible. 

Motivation refers to the conscious and 

unconscious cognitive processes that 

direct and inspire behavior.

This model recognizes that behavior is 

influenced by many factors, and that 

behavior changes are induced by 

modifying at least one of these 

components. 

The COM-B model 



Other issues

• A possible feedback from already-adopted mitigation measures on risk 
perceptions has hardly been considered by current studies (reverse 
causality).

• Risk perception can be pre-determined by preexisting general attitudes 
and value orientations (e.g. moral values, ideology, new age beliefs, 
scientific reasoning capabilities, personal characteristics, etc.) (risk 
perception as a mediator variable)

• In the field of policy/project acceptance, other policy-specific beliefs 
(e.g. fairness) as well as trust in promoters and perceived legitimacy 
might be more relevant than risk perception 



Conclusion

• While risk perception can influence behavior, its significance varies greatly 

depending on the context, the behaviour (policy acceptance vs mitigation behaviour) 

and the presence of other factors. In some situations, particularly when the risk is 

immediate and severe, risk perception can be a significant driver of behavior. However, 

in many cases, especially for long-term or abstract risks (like climate change), the link 

between risk perception and behavior is often weak.

• Perhaps individuals need to perceive a certain minimum level of risk in order to form 

intentions to take precautionary measures (Kievik & Gutteling, 2011).

• Various theories or models (value-belief-norm, theory of planned behavior, Integrated 

Behavioral Model and the COM-B model) suggest that risk perception is just one 

component in a complex network of factors influencing behavior (private 

consumption, self-protection and mitigation behaviours). These theories propose that 

attitudes towards specific behaviours, norms and perceived behavioral control all play 

crucial roles in determining actions.
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