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Chapter 2

Risk Perception and

Interpersonal Discussion on

Risk: A Systematic Literature

Review

This chapter has been published by Risk Analysis under the following citation:

Perlstein, S. (2024). Risk perception and interpersonal discus-

sion on risk: A systematic literature review. Risk Analysis,

44(7), 1666-1680. DOI: 10.1111/risa.14264.

It was subsequently awarded the distinction as a top-viewed article among

articles published in Risk Analysis in 2023.

In this chapter, risk talk is referred to as interpersonal discussion on risk.

Abstract. Risk perception research has long been attentive to the fact that

risk is a social construction. Nevertheless, this fact has not been integrated into

empirical research in any systematic manner. Empirical studies that do focus

on the social construction of risk often do so from very different positions and

with different objectives in mind. Interpersonal discussion, while considered an
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important medium of social construction, is rarely given consideration. This

systematic literature review aims to provide a coherent foundation for empirical

studies of interpersonal discussion on risk. Specifically, it summarizes existing

research into the reciprocal relationship between interpersonal discussion on risk

and individual-level risk perception. The systematic literature review adheres to

the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) guidelines. A

total of 843 unique articles were identified, of which 60 are included in the review.

A majority of the articles in the corpus found a positive association between in-

terpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception. This association, however,

lacks robustness, especially in terms of the direction of causality. Three theoret-

ical interpretations of the relationship are found in the corpus: (1) interpersonal

discussion as a conduit for risk information, (2) risk perception as shared social

schemata, and (3) interpersonal discussion on risk as a facilitator of similarity

between network members. Implications for future research are discussed. This

literature review concludes with six guiding principles for future research into

the interpersonal discussion–risk perception relationship.

2.1 Introduction

Risk perception research has long recognized the fact that risk perception is shaped

by social interactions and is not simply a product of individual cognition (Break-

well, 2010; Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Russell & Babrow, 2011). Nevertheless, most

empirical branches of the field prioritize individual factors above social interaction

effects (Godovykh et al., 2021; Lechowska, 2018; Siegrist & Árvai, 2020). This gap is

particularly conspicuous in the case of interpersonal discussion on risk, which, while

considered an important locus of risk perception formation by most theoretical con-

tributions on the topic, is rarely incorporated into empirical studies (Liu & Viens,

2020).

A principal challenge of the study of social interaction effects of risk perception is

the fact that the topic is being approached from multiple angles with little coordina-

tion, leading to literature fragmentation. There is limited terminological agreement,

with interpersonal discussion on risk falling under the terminological umbrella of such

diverse theoretical concepts as social contagion (Scherer & Cho, 2003), interpersonal

amplification of risk (Binder et al., 2011), narrowcast (an antonym of broadcast)

(Onggo et al., 2015), and risk talk (Kusumi et al., 2017). A likely explanation is that

risk perception research was initially an offshoot of risk analysis meant to investigate

why public risk perceptions did not mirror those of risk analysts (Fischhoff, 1995; Ot-

18



SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

way & Thomas, 1982). While more subjective takes on risk perception have since been

provided by other fields, such as psychology (Slovic, 1987; Slovic et al., 1982), sociol-

ogy (Luhmann et al., 2017), as well as anthropology and political science (Douglas &

Wildavsky, 1982), empirical studies of interpersonal discussion still have not succeeded

in fundamentally reaching the core of risk perception research. Consequently, studies

of interpersonal discussion on risk remain relegated to the periphery, staying within

their respective fields.

A comprehensive systematic literature review is thus needed to assess what we

know about interpersonal discussion on risk and to serve as an anchor point for future

research into the interplay between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception.

This review aims to address the following research question: What is known from an

empirical perspective about the relationship between interpersonal discussion on risk

and individual-level risk perception?

The results of this study are relevant to both risk communication practitioners

and policymakers. Despite risk perception being socially embedded, risk communi-

cation is still largely conducted as one-way communication on the part of authorities

(D. K. D. Kim & Kreps, 2020; Liao et al., 2019; Regan et al., 2016). The importance

of interpersonal discussion for risk perception suggests that a continuous and recipro-

cal bottom–up approach may be more effective in enhancing people’s understanding

of risk (see also Qiu et al., 2016). A better grasp of the social construction of risk

can also help explain why otherwise similar communities come to different conclusions

about risk despite being subjected to the same risk communication and amplifica-

tion/attenuation processes (Cuevas-Muñiz & Gavilanes-Ruiz, 2017; Lam, 2005; Riad

et al., 1999).

2.2 Theoretical Background

Theory on the social construction of risk is almost 40 years in the making. Going

back to 1983, the seminal essay Risk and Culture—An Essay on the Selection of Tech-

nological and Environmental Dangers by Douglas and Wildavsky was one of the first

contributions to challenge the notion of objective risk analysis (1982). Risk analysis,

they argued, is no value-free exercise. Individuals, as well as society at large, face too

many risks to pay attention to all of them. Which of the risks one pays attention

to is invariably a value-based judgment dictated by social convention as well as per-

sonal and cultural priorities. Moreover, because judgments cannot be reduced to an

unequivocally right or wrong answer, even the most rigorous risk analyst is forced to
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let themselves be guided by values.

The contributions of Douglas and Wildavsky have had a significant impact on the

field of risk perception, and many models, for example, the theory of cultural cognition,

now include cultural and value-related determinants (Kahan et al., 2007; Slovic, 1987).

Nevertheless, risk is often treated as if social influence stops there: the individual both

encounters and assesses a given risk without deliberating with others (Carlton et al.,

2016; Cori et al., 2020; Godovykh et al., 2021; Lechowska, 2018; T. M. Lee et al., 2015;

Malik et al., 2020; Poortinga et al., 2019; Siegrist & Árvai, 2020). A recent review

of the past 40 years of risk perception research (Siegrist & Árvai, 2020) provides a

clear illustration of this phenomenon. In this review, the focus is on the individual’s

perception and assessment of a given risk: risk perception features as a product of

hazard characteristics (dread risk, unknown risk), on the one hand, and risk perceiver

characteristics (demographics, knowledge, value orientation, psychological traits, and

optimism bias) and heuristics (availability, affect, natural-is-better, and trust) on the

other. In other words, a risk with a given set of risk characteristics is perceived by

an individual, and that individual then produces a certain risk perception based on

individual-level factors.

While individual-level factors are undoubtedly important in understanding risk

perception, this approach underemphasizes the significance of the numerous social

factors impacting the construction of risk perception. Even if one were to accept the

above-mentioned premise of looking at social factors exclusively as predictors of risk

perception, the risk perception of an individual is affected by a multitude of social

characteristics, including the characteristics of their social network such as network

structure and social norms, as well as the position of the individual within said net-

work, from a structural point of view as well as in terms of power dynamics (Bajos,

1997; Griffin et al., 2008; Wall & Olofsson, 2008). In actuality, however, the interplay

between risk perception and social factors is vastly more complex: Individual-level risk

perceptions are inherently ingrained within collective processes that are not reducible

to aggregates of individual cognitions and exist in a continuous process of transmu-

tation (Burgess, 2015; Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009;

Russell & Babrow, 2011).

Even considering this, it may be argued that it is not necessary for the field of risk

perception research to undertake this study, as risk communication research already

addresses the social elements of risk perception. Leaving this field of study to risk

communication only, however, would lead to underappreciation of the psychosocial

aspects of risk perception. The distinct foci of the respective fields of risk percep-
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tion and risk communication have led to a division between psychological and social

factors, treating psychological processes as solely occurring within individuals, and

social factors as aggregate effects influencing individual-level risk perception. It is

vital to recognize that this division is artificial, as individual psychological processes

are deeply embedded in a social context, and social processes, in turn, are influenced

by psychological factors (e.g., biases). The interconnectedness of psychological and

social aspects is therefore vital for the formation and transformation of risk percep-

tion. Moreover, merely considering social factors as predictors of risk perception and

leaving the causal direction to the field of risk communication does not capture the

reciprocal nature of the relationship between the psychological and the social. While

the above-mentioned division has predominantly led to studies at the aggregate level,

usually in the form of media effects (Goerlandt et al., 2020; McComas, 2006), there

is a critical need to delve deeper into the dynamics of social events at the individual

or small-group level for a more comprehensive understanding of risk perception. The

construction of risk within social networks is an active process: network members

engage in collective sensemaking to understand new or changed risks, and they nego-

tiate how to overcome dissonance between the norms of the social network on the one

hand and risk communication and preventative behavior on the other (Bajos, 1997;

Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009; Russell & Babrow, 2011). Furthermore, because all

these negotiations happen implicitly and mostly subconsciously (Bargh, 2013; Bargh

& Morsella, 2008; Pryor et al., 2019), understanding the effects of risk perception is

a more challenging endeavor than simply asking people how they approach new risks.

Nevertheless, this complex reality is exactly why risk perception research is sure to

benefit from increased attention to the social processes of risk.

One aspect of social risk reality at the individual level, which has the poten-

tial to yield substantial insights, is interpersonal discussion. Interpersonal discus-

sion (whether face-to-face or online) is the primary way in which humans engage in

two-way communication (as opposed to media consumption) without time delay (as

opposed to letters or email). At the individual level, interpersonal discussion is ar-

guably the most impactful medium of communication (R. Han & Xu, 2020; Roessler,

1999; Schmitt-Beck, 2003). Lay people, by definition, do not engage with detailed

expert information on a regular basis. Even so, at least some risks are extensively

discussed among laypeople, as many of us have witnessed firsthand during the recent

COVID-19 pandemic (Britt et al., 2023; Salin et al., 2020). Furthermore, people are

likely to engage in discussions about the expert information or risk communication

they receive (Cho & Salmon, 2007)—in fact, this is often a desired effect (Moorhead
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et al., 2013; Thomas, 2006). Such discussions may transform in the hands of the recip-

ients, often in unexpected ways (Benoit, 2018; Cho & Salmon, 2007; Welch Cline et al.,

1992). We therefore need additional exploration of interpersonal discussion and the

interconnected psychosocial dynamics that shape and influence both risk perception

and effective communication.

2.3 Method and Data

2.3.1 Procedure

The systematic literature review was conducted according to the Preferred Reporting

Items for Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). Available

research on the relationship between informal conversations on risk and individual-level

risk perception holds little terminological consensus, so the approach of a systematic

literature review was chosen to demonstrate transparency in terms of where and how

the data were obtained. The PRISMA guidelines provide the structural basis for

the review due to their comprehensiveness and their status as the gold standard for

systematic literature reviews.

2.3.2 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

This literature review does not make a prior call on the causal direction of this re-

lationship but instead includes this question in the selection of articles and analysis

of the data. Neither does the review distinguish between risk talk and hazard talk

(conversations on the hazard itself, which may or may not include the risks of the

hazard). While one may argue that questions such as “How often do you talk about

nuclear power?” do not necessarily guarantee that the conversation includes risk, this

phrasing is nevertheless commonly used by researchers of interpersonal discussion on

risk. As such, the following criteria apply:

� An article should be an empirical research article. This includes both quantita-

tive and qualitative approaches as well as review articles.

� The article must conceptualize interpersonal discussion on risk and risk percep-

tion as correlated or interrelated in some form. This excludes articles, in which

both interpersonal discussion and risk perception are predictors of a dependent

variable only (e.g., behavior).
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� Interpersonal discussion on risk should be operationalized as an active and re-

ciprocal verbal process from the point of view of the participants. Hence, in-

terpersonal discussion should imply active participation of the participant (as

opposed to passive consumption of, e.g., mass media) and be verbal (as opposed

to nonverbal cues and signaling). For an in-depth discussion of this criterion,

please refer to the Appendix 2A.

� Risks should be limited to those directly threatening life and/or physical health.

This excludes risks such as financial risk and privacy risk, even if these may

indirectly affect physical health. For an in-depth discussion of this criterion,

please refer to Appendix 2A.

� Risk conversations should be peer-to-peer among laypeople. This excludes expert-

to-layman risk talk and expert-to-expert professional talk. For an in-depth of

this criterion, please refer to Appendix 2A.

2.3.3 Search strategy

An informal review was performed to identify pertinent keywords. Fifteen articles

were determined as suitable to serve as a terminological guideline. The list of these

articles as well as the terminology identified may be found in Appendix 2B. The

terminology from the 15 articles was supplemented by additional terminology, which

may be considered synonymous.

The search query was entered into Web of Science, Scopus, and Academic Search

Premier (see Appendix 2C for the search queries) in February 2023, with results lim-

ited to titles and abstracts. The results were refined to include only empirical, peer-

reviewed articles in English published in any year before 2022.

2.3.4 Preprocessing

The initial results of the search delivered a total of 1514 articles. Manual preprocessing

was performed by the author and included the following steps: (1) duplicate removal,

(2) title screening, (3) abstract screening, and (4) full-text screening. A total of 843

unique articles were identified through the search databases. In addition, four articles

that had not appeared in the initial results were suggested by reviewers. In total, 60

articles met the inclusion criteria (see Appendix 2D for the full list). A visualization

of the preprocessing procedure may be found in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1: Flowchart of the article selection process.

To support the analysis, a local citation network generator web app, Local Citation

Network (Wölfle, 2019) was used to generate additional data on citations among the

articles in the corpus. Detailed data on the local citation network may be found in

Appendix 2E.

2.4 Findings

Table 2.1 provides general statistics about the corpus. The table reveals a relatively

young field that dates to only the mid-1990s and began to proliferate in the early

24



SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

2000s. Unsurprisingly, the field is dominated by journals dedicated to risk, health,

and communication (see Appendix 2F for a full overview of the journal topics). A

considerable proportion of the studies are dedicated to illnesses, in the form of either

infectious diseases or cancer, and the majority of studies originate in Asia and North

America.

Category Characteristics Count

Publication years

2020–2021 17

2015–2019 16

2010–2014 10

2005–2009 5

2000–2004 7

1993–1999 5

Top four publications

Health Communication 6

Risk Analysis 5

Journal of Risk Research 4

Journal of Health Communication 3

Type

Qualitative 19

Quantitative 38

Reviewa 2

Simulationb 1

Risk type

Infectious diseases 19

Substances 7

Environmental 6

Natural hazards 6

Nuclear 6

Cancer 5

Technology 2

Various/other 9

Data origina

Africa 4

Asia 19

Central- and South America 4

Europe 5

North America 20

Oceania 5

Various or no data 5

Direction of causalityb

(conceptualization/framing)

Correlation 8

Interpersonal discussion on risk → risk perception 47

Risk perception → interpersonal discussion on risk 6

No. of articles containing positive,
negative,
or insignificant results

Positive 32

Negative 12

Not significant 16
a Two studies employed both US and Chinese data, making the total cumulative value of this category 62.
b One study investigated both directions of causality, making the total cumulative value of this category 61.

Table 2.1: Composition of final results (N = 60).
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2.4.1 Corpus Composition: Citations and Methodological Makeup

The local citation network analysis revealed a corpus with limited communication

among its articles. Only two articles referred to more than three articles from the

corpus (Sim et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2021), and 27 articles neither cited, nor were

cited by, any other corpus articles. Five articles were referred to by four or more

articles in the corpus and may thus be considered seminal articles of the field (Binder

et al., 2011; Coleman, 1993; Morton & Duck, 2001; Scherer & Cho, 2003; Snyder &

Rouse, 1995).

Quantitative studies made up two thirds of the corpus, employing mainly various

types of regression analysis. Only three of these studies employed experimental de-

signs, which would allow them to make statements about the causal nature of the

relationship between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception (Basil &

Brown, 1997; Hilverda & Kuttschreuter, 2018; Krishnatray & Elkote, 1998). Qualita-

tive articles used a variety of methods, ranging from ethnographies (Meza-Palmeros,

2020) (Meza-Palmeros, 2020) over interviews (e.g., Cohen & Head, 2013; Keenan &

Hanson, 2013) to analysis of online forums (e.g., Akerlof et al., 2016; Crawford et al.,

2018; Van Hout, 2014). Furthermore, while many quantitative studies in the corpus

investigated interpersonal effects and risk perception as their main aim (e.g., Binder

et al., 2011; Kusumi et al., 2017; Morton & Duck, 2001; Yang et al., 2021), most qual-

itative studies studied interpersonal discussion as one among a multitude of variables

involved in risk perception, for example, Rau et al. (2010, p. 89), whose research “set

out to understand how a group of university students experience risk in their everyday

lives.” Similarly, Khan and Chreim’s study “explores perceptions of radon health risk

and examines the factors that enable and hinder the adoption of preventive measures

among Ottawa-Gatineau residents” (S. M. Khan & Chreim, 2019, p. 1). Furthermore,

while some intertextuality was present among the quantitative articles, only one quali-

tative article (Keenan & Hanson, 2013) contained a reference to another corpus article

(to Scherer & Cho, 2003), and only one qualitative article was referenced by another

article (S. Khan et al. (2021) referencing S. M. Khan and Chreim (2019)).

2.4.2 Operationalization of Key Concepts

Operationalization of interpersonal discussion on risk is subject to little streamlining.

Most operationalizations, at least those of quantitative articles, focus on two factors:

frequency of interpersonal discussion on risk (usually on a Likert-type scale) (Beck

et al., 2013; Binder et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2017; Wild & Cunningham, 2001; Yang et
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al., 2021, and others), and/or social relation, that is, with whom was the respondent

talking (Chizimba et al., 2015; E. W. J. Lee et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2017; Park et

al., 2001; Zhang & Li, 2015, and others). Most articles with experimental designs

operationalize interpersonal discussion on risk as small group discussion, especially

those with a focus on deliberation as a democratic (Akerlof et al., 2016; P. Kim et al.,

2020; Krishnatray & Elkote, 1998). A few articles utilize network analysis, thereby

capturing dyadic relationships (Jones et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2021). Furthermore,

most operationalizations of interpersonal discussion on risk, in truth, measure hazard

talk. Rather than pertaining to probability and impact, most studies instead ask about

conversations about the hazard itself, for example, “With whom [. . . ] have you talked

about nuclear power or shale gas/fracking?” (e.g., de Groot et al., 2020; Morton &

Duck, 2001; Yang et al., 2021). This choice does not seem to be motivated by validity

tests, neither in the articles themselves nor in prior research.

Risk perception, while also subject to a multitude of operationalizations, gener-

ally comprises two aspects: perceived likelihood (Binder et al., 2011; G. Han et al.,

2014; Morton & Duck, 2001; Wu & Li, 2017; Zhang & Li, 2015, and others), and

perceived severity (Karletsos et al., 2021; S. M. Khan & Chreim, 2019; Kusumi et al.,

2017; Meng et al., 2021; Nazione et al., 2021, and others). Some articles distinguish

between personal risk and societal risk (Morton & Duck, 2001; Wu & Li, 2017; Yang

et al., 2021; Yoo, 2019) or even personal, societal, group, and global risk (G. Han

et al., 2014). Other operationalizations include personal worry or anxiety (Hilverda &

Kuttschreuter, 2018; Meng et al., 2021; Morton & Duck, 2001), or importance (Mor-

ton & Duck, 2001; Yoo, 2019). In many articles, respondents are asked directly about

the “risk” of a given hazard or behavior without further definition (de Groot et al.,

2020; Snyder & Rouse, 1995; Trujillo et al., 2015; Vyncke et al., 2017; Wang et al.,

2021).

The operationalizations of the key constructs within the corpus pose two primary

concerns. First, a substantial lack of evidence exists regarding the validity and relia-

bility of commonly employed indicator variables used to measure these core concepts.

As a rule, validity and reliability tests were not used for the operationalizations of risk

perception and interpersonal discussion in the corpus, and alternative operationaliza-

tions were rarely discussed. For example, although it is plausible that a single in-depth

conversation may have a more profound impact than three superficial conversations,

most articles relying on quantifiable indicators used frequency (e.g., Binder et al.,

2011; E. W. J. Lee et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2017), and no articles provided any explicit

comparisons between conversation frequency and conversation length. Second, the
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lack of consistency makes a comparison of results of different studies difficult. These

differences and inconsistencies in operationalization may implicate the overall evidence

of the interplay between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception.

2.4.3 The Association between Interpersonal Discussion on

Risk and Risk Perception

In most circumstances, engagement in interpersonal discussion on risk seems to cor-

relate with an increase in perceived risk: 32 of 37 articles measuring a correlation

included at least one instance of a significant positive correlation (Griffin & Dun-

woody, 2000; G. Han et al., 2014; E. W. J. Lee et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2017; Morton

& Duck, 2001, and others)(see the Chapter 2 Appendices for a full overview). Twelve

articles included at least one instance of a significant negative correlation (Kohler

et al., 2007; Sim et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2020), while 16 articles included results,

which were not significant (e.g., Binder et al., 2011; Park et al., 2001; Sim et al.,

2018). In many cases, where interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception were

negatively associated, it seemed to concern mainly those risks that accompany clear

rewards or satisfy thrill-seeking. Rau et al. (2010), studying HIV/AIDS risk per-

ception and behavior among students at a South African university, described how

risky sexual behavior was encouraged through social interactions, not only through

collective disregard of risk but also because taking risks was seen as thrilling. In a

qualitative reading of an online forum for Australians traveling in Thailand, Crawford

et al. (2018) showed that risk of sexually transmitted diseases was discussed by forum

users as either a necessary byproduct of traveling or even part of the allure. The

correlation between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception seems to be

different for involuntary risks.

Though many articles treated the relationship between interpersonal discussion

on risk and risk perception as linear, reality may be less straightforward (Lin et al.,

2017; Nazione et al., 2021; Wu & Li, 2017; Yang et al., 2021). Kohler et al. (2007)

found that, while interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception were positively

correlated within networks with at least one member with high risk perception, there

was no significant correlation in networks where all members had low risk perception.

Binder et al. (2011), in a study on the risk and benefit perceptions of a new biolog-

ical research facility, found that risk perception was amplified through interpersonal

discussion on risk in whichever direction characterized the initial attitude of the par-

ticipants. Individuals who saw more risks than benefits from the construction of a
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biological research facility in their area would indeed be subject to heightened risk

perception through interpersonal discussion. However, if an individual initially saw

more benefits than risks, engaging in interpersonal discussion instead increased benefit

perceptions and decreased risk perceptions. A similar pattern was found as a function

of conversation valence, even when controlling for initial attitude: conversations with

a supporter predicted increased benefit perceptions and decreased risk perceptions,

while a conversation with an opponent predicted increased risk perceptions and de-

creased benefit perceptions. Interpersonal discussion on risk was also observed to lead

to higher similarity in risk perception in one study (Scherer & Cho, 2003).

In terms of causality, more studies treated interpersonal discussion on risk as a

predictor of risk perception than the other way around. Three studies employed an

experimental design suitable for confirming the predictive power of interpersonal dis-

cussion on risk on risk perception (see Akerlof et al., 2016; Basil & Brown, 1997;

Krishnatray & Elkote, 1998). In a study by Basil and Brown, discussion on Magic

Johnson’s announcement of being HIV positive led to decreased risk perception—an

effect that was fully mediated by identification with Magic Johnson. Akerlof et al.

(2016) observed that hierarchical individualists (as opposed to egalitarian solidarists)

would change their risk perception following deliberation on the dangers of rising sea

levels. The authors suggest that this finding may be a result of the hierarchical indi-

vidualists in the study having the lowest preceding risk perception—and thereby the

most room for change—rather than the intrinsic qualities of hierarchical individualism.

Finally, Krishnatray and Melkote (1998) found risk deliberation to increase knowledge

and decrease risk perception of leprosy, likely due to the correction of misinformation

and the breaking down of taboos. It may be noted that the two latter studies both

contained educational elements as part of the deliberative events. Even if the authors

did not aim to “achieve closure on issues” (Krishnatray & Elkote, 1998, p. 333), then,

these deliberations may mirror informal conversations to a lesser extent.

Only two studies attempted to investigate the reverse causal relationship (risk per-

ception as a predictor for interpersonal discussion on risk) (see Dorsey et al., 1999;

Kusumi et al., 2017). Kusumi et al. (2017) found risk perception to be a significant

predictor of expected strength of the interpersonal discussion on risk—that is, what

level of riskiness respondents indicated that they would communicate to a partner

or an acquaintance about a given risk. Dorsey et al. (1999), using path modeling,

found that risk perception was not a significant predictor of engagement in interper-

sonal discussion on risk, even though interpersonal discussion on risk significantly and

positively predicted risk perception. While one interpretation could be that risk per-
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ception increases the valence of interpersonal discussion on risk but not the frequency,

another potential explanation is a difference in terms of social acceptability of the

topics. While Kusumi et al. (2017) studied nuclear risk in the wake of the Fukushima

triple disaster, which is less a topic subject to strong conversational norms, Dorsey et

al. (1999) studied risks of alcohol consumption among students, which are subject to

considerable normative restrictions (Leung et al., 2014; Nesi et al., 2017; Rau et al.,

2010).

2.4.4 Mediators and Moderators

Some studies investigated the role of sociodemographic factors for the relationship

between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception. Gender moderates the

relationship between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception: not only

is interpersonal discussion on risk a stronger predictor of risk perception for women

(P. Kim et al., 2020; Meng et al., 2021), but women seem to also have deeper and

more nuanced conversations on risk than men (Keenan & Hanson, 2013). In one

study, individuals with higher levels of formal education, politically progressive views,

as well as lower household incomes were more likely to increase their risk perception

of the potential construction of a new nuclear reactor through deliberation, whereas

conservative and higher-income individuals were more likely to decrease their risk

perception (P. Kim et al., 2020). In contrast, Akerlof et al. (2016) did not find

political affiliation (Democrat vs. Republican) to be a significant predictor of the

relationship between deliberation and subsequent risk perception. One study found

that being an ethnic minority as well as having lower social status predicted reliance on

family and friends for risk-related information (Griffin & Dunwoody, 2000). Finally,

two separate studies found differences in relationship strength between Chinese and

US students (see G. Han et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2021). In a study by Han et

al. (2014), interpersonal discussion on risk predicted risk perception on four levels

(personal, group, societal, and global) for US students but only on two levels (group,

societal) for Chinese students. Yang et al. (2021) found that interpersonal discussion

on risk is a stronger predictor of both personal and societal risk perception for Chinese

students than for US students.

Another moderator is risk literacy, that is, “the ability to deal with uncertainties

in an informed way” (Nikiforidou, 2017, p.323). Risk literacy includes skills such as

numeracy, uncertainty tolerance, and critical thinking (Gigerenzer, 2012; Nikiforidou,

2017). Kusumi et al. (2017) show that risk literacy results in higher stability of both
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risk communication and risk perception, and subsequently in a weaker relationship

between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception.

In addition, the corpus referred to three social interaction effects affecting the re-

lationship. The first, group polarization, refers to the phenomenon by which social

groups, when discussing a given topic, arrive at a more polarized opinion than any

of the members held individually at the outset (Brauer et al., 1995; Moscovici &

Zavalloni, 1969). The second, social proof, is a heuristic, through which an individual

perceives the opinion of another person perceived to be more similar to themselves

as more relevant to the individual’s own behavior, attitudes, and beliefs (Hilverda

& Kuttschreuter, 2018). Finally, Perceived Risk Opinion Distribution (PROD) refers

to the perception of an individual of how risk perception in their community is dis-

tributed. Kusumi et al. (2017) found that individuals will adjust the strength of their

statements on risk based on their PROD. In other words, if an individual perceives

their community to have a low risk perception of a given hazard, then the individual

is likely to tone down any statements they make on the riskiness of that hazard, and

vice versa. Researchers investigating risk perception in social contexts should thus

consider whether these effects may affect the validity of their results when creating

their research design.

2.4.5 Theories Applied

Three overarching theoretical branches explaining the association between interper-

sonal discussion on risk and risk perception were found in the corpus: (1) interpersonal

discussion on risk as a process of information sharing, (2) interpersonal discussion on

risk as a product and discussion of shared social schemata, and (3) the spread of risk

attitudes as an unintentional byproduct of social interactions (social contagion).

Information Seeking, Information Sharing, and Higher-Order Processing

According to the first branch, risk perception and interpersonal discussion on risk

exist in a reciprocal and mutually reinforcing relationship of information collection,

sharing, and processing. According to the Cognitive Mediation Model, this process

starts when an individual experiences something that raises their motivation to engage

with information on a given topic (E. W. J. Lee et al., 2016; Zhang & Li, 2015). In

the context of risk perception, the individual may come across information about a

risk that heightens their risk perception (Chizimba et al., 2015; Park et al., 2001; Wu

& Li, 2017). The heightened risk perception makes the individual both more receptive
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to, and more active in seeking out, new information on the topic. If the individual

chooses to gather risk information through interpersonal discussion, this information

channel, in itself, is likely to lead to increased information processing and synthesis:

interpersonal discussion, being obtrusive, forces interlocutors to react, which activates

higher-order processing (Binder et al., 2011; E. W. Lee et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2017;

Wu & Li, 2017). If the outcome of the process is even more heightened risk perception,

then the process may become recursive.

Research indicates that this process is especially salient if the initial change tar-

gets personal-level risk perception. According to the Impersonal Impact Hypothesis

(Akerlof et al., 2016; Coleman, 1993; G. Han et al., 2014; Wu & Li, 2017), mass

media tends to affect societal-level risk perception, whereas interpersonal discussion

has a more profound effect on personal-level risk perceptions (Akerlof et al., 2016;

Park et al., 2001; Tyler & Cook, 1984). While mass media often talks about risk to

a “generalized other,” discussing risks with a peer makes those risks more personally

relevant, especially if the peer has first or second-hand accounts of the consequences

of the risk in question (Cho et al., 2013; S. M. Khan & Chreim, 2019). In other words,

interpersonal discussion has the ability to overcome optimism bias by illustrating to

the individual that the hazard can happen to “someone like them” (Morton & Duck,

2001; Nazione et al., 2021; Park et al., 2001).

Shared Social Schemata

The second branch states that risk perception is the outcome of shared social schemata.

When faced with a risk, a community may engage in collective sensemaking (Lindland

& Ermakova, 2020) to develop a “shared sense of what is reasonable in the face of

danger” (Myers, 2003, p.218). According to Social Representations Theory, all com-

munication within a community happens on the basis of systems of values, ideas, and

practices (Höijer, 2011). In order for communication to happen, new information,

for example, a new risk, must be conceptualized in a way that is compatible with

these systems (Cuevas-Muñiz and Gavilanes-Ruiz (2017), see also Breakwell (2010)).

As such, members of the community must adapt their own risk perception to these

shared social schemata (Chatterjee et al., 2021; Scherer & Cho, 2003; Zhang & Li,

2015). The introduction of a new risk may even be seen as a threat to these social

schemata. According to the notion of facework, social life is a reflexive and collabo-

rative performance, whereby the individual both performs the self, which they would

like the other person to perceive, but also monitors the reactions of the other person

to ensure that their own performance is coming across as intended (Crawford et al.,
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2018; Myers, 2003). In this context, the simple act of communicating a new risk may

be construed as a threat to the performed self of the recipient: by telling the recipient

about a new risk, the risk communicator simultaneously implies that the recipient

holds insufficient knowledge or false beliefs, or that they are acting immorally. For

instance, Cohen and Head (2013) found that many nonadopters of the HPV vaccine

did not see themselves as vulnerable, because they saw HPV as a risk for sexually

promiscuous individuals only—a designation incompatible with their own self-image.

These theories, then, may be helpful in explaining both how new risks are collectively

processed, and why the perception of a given risk may be persistent despite extensive

risk communication.

Effects of Social Contagion, Amplification, and Attenuation

The final theoretical branch focuses on how risk perception is spread within social

networks. The most impactful of these, the Social Amplification of Risk Framework

(SARF) (Binder et al. (2011), Onggo et al. (2015), Sim et al. (2018), and Wang et

al. (2021); see also Kasperson et al. (1988)), states that risks may be amplified or

attenuated via “amplification stations”: individuals or social networks, who filter,

process, interpret, and ultimately shape risk event signals, thereby intensifying and

weakening the signals. These signals, in turn, prompt different behavioral responses.

The framework primarily provides an overview of potential subjects of research within

the topic of social risk perception and is less concerned with why some risk information

may be subject to amplification or attenuation. Another approach, the Social Network

Contagion Theory of Risk Perception (Meng et al., 2021; Scherer & Cho, 2003), holds

that risk perceptions of individuals in close proximity in a social network, over time,

become increasingly similar through communication exchanges.

In Summation

The majority of theoretical contextualization within the corpus can be classified into

the three branches outlined above. The Information-seeking, information-sharing,

and higher-order processing approaches are notably prevalent in quantitative arti-

cles, whereas the shared schemata approaches are predominantly represented within

qualitative articles. The social contagion, amplification, and attenuation approaches

are observed in both quantitative articles and articles utilizing simulation approaches.

It is worth noting that there are other approaches present within the corpus. How-

ever, some, like the Health Belief Model and the Theory of Reasoned Action, were not
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included in the overview provided above because these approaches do not primarily

seek to explain risk perception or interpersonal discussion on risk; rather, they incor-

porate elements of risk perception and interpersonal discussion on risk within broader

explanations of risk-avoidant and risk-protective behavior.

2.5 Discussion

This systematic literature review asked the question “What is known from an empir-

ical perspective about the relationship between interpersonal discussion on risk and

individual-level risk perception?” The overall conclusion of the review is that most

studies report a positive correlation between interpersonal discussion on risk and risk

perception. As such, this review documents a significant body of research that un-

derscores the influence of interpersonal conversation as a component of social risk

construction. Next to the areas covered in the literature review by Siegrist and Árvai

(2020), the field of risk perception research should thus consider interpersonal discus-

sion on risk an important new field of study going forward.

An important finding of the review is that the corpus contains significant theo-

retical contributions, despite including empirical articles only. While the SARF is

still of major influence, several additional promising theoretical approaches are found.

In particular, the Social Representations Theory is an important contribution, which

creates a framework for the empirical investigation of the social construction of risk as

a collective process. In addition, both the Cognitive Mediation Model and the Imper-

sonal Impact Hypothesis have proven relevant to the understanding of interpersonal

discussion on risk by theorizing the concrete processes linking interpersonal discussion

on risk with risk perception, for example, information-seeking behavior as a motivator

for engagement in interpersonal discussion on risk. These approaches identify some

of the channels, through which social construction happens, thereby making the em-

pirical investigation of social construction more tangible. As such, this review is one

step on the way to increased congruity between the theoretical and empirical strands

of research into the relationship between social interaction and risk perception.

Simultaneously, the analysis revealed a fragmented field in need of more robust

research. This review proposes six guiding principles for future researchers studying

the relationship between interpersonal discussion and risk perception.

1. Authors should contextualize quantitative findings using qualitative

designs.
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The corpus revealed a clear division between qualitative and quantitative branches

with little coordination between the two. This was especially prevalent in qualitative

studies: even though little is known about how interpersonal discussion on risk plays

out in everyday contexts, these showed only limited interest in interpersonal discus-

sion on risk as an aim in and of itself, and few of the theories laid out by quantitative

branches were used as a basis for qualitative examination. For instance, the Imper-

sonal Impact Hypothesis and the Cognitive Mediation Model could both be enriched

by qualitative explorations of how individuals themselves contextualize different infor-

mation sources in assessing risk as well as which motivations lead to which types of

media consumption.

2. Authors should consider the differences between interpersonal dis-

cussion on risk and hazard talk.

Interpersonal discussion on risk was predominantly operationalized as hazard talk,

which precludes any guarantee that topics of risk were, in fact, touched upon. For in-

stance, a discussion on nuclear power may encompass scientific aspects, climate-related

advantages, or political factors influencing power plant construction and decommis-

sioning, without adequately addressing the associated risks. On the other hand, ask-

ing respondents specifically about the risk of a certain hazard may conceivably expose

them to priming effects by making them focus on risks above benefits, or it may

be unclear to respondents what topics constitute risk topics (de Bruin, 2011; Slovic

& Peters, 2006). Future research should thus test the validity of the “hazard talk”

operationalization and compare it to operationalizations with the term risk included.

3. Authors should provide deliberations on their operationalizations of

risk perception and interpersonal discussion on risk.

The corpus showed considerable variety in terms of the operationalization of risk

perception and interpersonal discussion on risk. While future research should test and

compare different operationalizations of both interpersonal discussion on risk and risk

perception, this review contends that researchers, going forward, should provide jus-

tification for their choice of operationalization as well as deliberation on the potential

consequences of their choice. For instance, if one were to operationalize interpersonal

discussion as the frequency, with which respondents have had conversations on risk,

this does not take into account the possibility that one long conversation on risk, be-

cause of increased pressure to actively process the information in question, may be

much more impactful than several short exchanges on the same risk.
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In addition, an important observation of the literature review was the distinction

between different levels of risk perception (personal, group, societal, and global risk)

(e.g., G. Han et al., 2014; Snyder & Rouse, 1995; Wu & Li, 2017). Future researchers

of risk perception, at least in the context of interpersonal discussion, should keep this

distinction in mind and clarify which of these they target in their operationalization.

4. Authors should prioritize randomized control trials when asking

cause-and-effect questions.

Interpersonal discussion on risk was determined to be correlated with risk percep-

tion, but the question of whether interpersonal discussion specifically increases risk

perception was inconclusive. While existing research has prioritized survey research,

future researchers should make it a point to prioritize experimental designs where

feasible when investigating the relationship between risk perception and interpersonal

discussion. A better understanding of this relationship will, on the one hand, improve

predictions of when, where, and how interpersonal discussion on risk is likely to occur,

and how it may affect risk perception. On the other hand, it has the capacity to

improve and target risk communication based on such predictions.

This review suggests testing the following interpretation based on the findings of

Binder et al. (2011), Kohler et al. (2007), Paton et al. (2008), and Scherer and

Cho (2003) using experimental methods. Individuals with higher risk perception are

more likely to engage in interpersonal discussion on risk. Interpersonal discussion,

in turn, rather than increasing risk perception per se, instead polarizes and solidifies

the already high risk perceptions of these individuals. Whether interpersonal discus-

sion on risk increases risk perception or strengthens/solidifies initial positions could

be examined by comparing discussion groups with all high, all low, or mixed risk per-

ceptions: if polarization takes place, then it is likely that groups with all low or all

high risk perception would further solidify their positions, whereas groups with mixed

risk perceptions are likely to either move in whatever direction is most prevalent at

the outset. Furthermore, this relationship should be studied as a function of social

norms attached to the risk in question. Risk factors already normalized in society,

for example, alcohol consumption or bicycle helmet wearing, are likely subject to very

different social interaction effects than new or unfamiliar risks.

5. Authors should devote attention to contextual factors.

Aside from gender, not much is known about sociodemographic moderators, and

the two articles that discussed cultural background as a predictor did not paint a con-

clusive picture (G. Han et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2021). A better understanding of how
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interpersonal discussion on risk is conducted depending on social group is valuable,

not only from a macro-level perspective but also on a more local level. An important

aspect in this regard is the extent to which the relationship between interpersonal

discussion on risk and risk perception is influenced by the social norms attached to

the risk in question. Risk factors already normalized in society, for example, alcohol

consumption or bicycle helmet wearing, are likely subject to very different social inter-

action effects than new or unfamiliar risks. In addition, if a community is skeptical of

political and scientific authorities, do they rely on conversations to a further extent?

How does the overall risk literacy within a group affect interpersonal discussion on

risk? Answering these questions could explain some of the differences in results within

the corpus as well as increase scientific understanding of the active processing of risk

communication within communities.

This area of research may benefit from more qualitative approaches, including

ethnographic investigations and comparative case studies. Such an investigation might

compare social schemata of different sociocultural communities and explore their role

in the collective sensemaking of risk. This extends to the digital sphere, where varying

norms and social dynamics govern different platforms (Gillespie, 2018; Kender, 2022;

Mellon & Prosser, 2017). In addition, future research could incorporate the concept

of facework to explore the interplay between sociocultural backgrounds and the spe-

cific forms of risk communication that pose a threat to recipients’ self-perceptions.

This approach would contribute to the development of meaningful and effective risk

communication strategies.

6. Authors should devote attention to motivations for interpersonal

discussion on risk.

Motivations for active engagement in interpersonal discussion on risk are a promis-

ing direction of research. What makes people bring up risk in conversation? Is informa-

tion seeking or deliberation of shared norms the only reason to strike up conversation

on a given risk? Is it possible that there are emotional benefits to discussing risk,

as indicated by a single study (Zhang, L. & Yang, X., 2021)? And to what extent

is interpersonal discussion on risk used for other purposes, for instance, to gauge ho-

mophily? To illustrate, one may ask another person about their risk perception of

COVID-19, not out of a need to discuss COVID-19 per se, but rather to evaluate

whether the interlocutors are part of the same social group. A better understanding

of why interpersonal discussion on risk and risk perception are correlated may facili-

tate more successful risk communication because risk communicators will be able to
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predict, which situations result in stronger processes of risk construction through con-

versation within communities. Such predictions may aid in knowing when, and how

often, to engage in additional risk communication efforts, and whether probability-

based, familiarity-based, or normative communication is likely to be more successful.

It may even be surmised that interpersonal discussion on risk could be leveraged as a

communication channel—especially concerning social groups with greater separation

from official communication channels, be it due to illiteracy, skepticism toward author-

ities, or insufficient physical or technological infrastructure. Personal motivations to

engage in interpersonal discussion on risk might include the need for emotional support

or an intent to gauge homophily, while conversation-related factors could encompass

characteristics of the interlocutor or the group size. Surveys and interviews, methods

that rely on self-reporting, could be effectively used to assess these personal motiva-

tions. The influence of conversation characteristics and the role of the interlocutor

might be better studied through observational or experimental methods to add to our

understanding of why people initiate and engage in risk-related discussions.

2.6 Conclusion

Despite a comprehensive body of theoretical considerations on the social construc-

tion of risk, empirical research into interpersonal discussion on risk in relation to risk

perception has hitherto been fragmented and characterized by a lack of consensus in

terms of operationalization and conceptualization. As the first review dedicated to

the empirical study of this relationship, this review both serves as an anchor point for

the field and highlights important research avenues. The review was subject to sev-

eral limitations. First, the inclusion criteria of risk perception mean that the review

may have overlooked more dedicated research—especially qualitative research such as

ethnographic research, but also research looking at interpersonal discussion on risk in

conjunction with other concepts, for example, as a predictor of behavior or as a func-

tion of risk communication. Furthermore, as the field is indeed scattered, it is likely

that certain literature has been overlooked due to a lack of terminological consensus

or technical limitations. For instance, the article “The Relation of Communication to

Risk Judgment and Preventive Behavior Related to Lead in Tap Water” by Griffin

and Dunwoody (2000) was found ex post facto to have been overlooked, because the

construction of the search query required the risk term and the interaction term to

both be present within either the title or the abstract. Finally, this review did not take

into account scientific advances in related fields such as political deliberation research
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or group effects not related to risk. Future research may benefit from referencing these

fields. The results of this study are first and foremost relevant to the wider field of risk

perception research. With the correlation between interpersonal discussion on risk and

risk perception having been established, future research may focus to a further extent

on the more intricate aspects of the relationship, such as the concrete mechanisms,

through which interpersonal discussion on risk may impact risk perception and vice

versa. Moreover, such investigations already have theoretical foundations to a consid-

erable extent. Finally, the review highlighted several presumptions of the field in need

of further investigation, such as the direction of causality and the operationalizations of

key constructs. From a societal point of view, this review first and foremost highlights

the importance of community variance within the context of risk communication: be-

cause effects of interpersonal conversation are significant, risk communicators should

be aware of the possibility that similar communities may reach different conclusions

based on the same risk communication. For this reason, risk communicators should

both stay sensitive to the discourses occurring within individual communities as well

as consider the potential for community-based and word-of-mouth approaches (see

also Bradford et al., 2017). From a mass media perspective, the findings of the review

highlight that an important task of mass media risk communication is bringing people

to talk, that is, engage with the content (see also Southwell & Yzer, 2007); as such,

communicators may benefit from considering how mass communication can best lead

to interpersonal discussion of the risk topic in question.
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Poortinga, W., Whitmarsh, L., Steg, L., Böhm, G., & Fisher, S. (2019). Climate change

perceptions and their individual-level determinants: A cross-European analy-

sis. Global environmental change, 55, 25–35. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.

2022.103369

Pryor, C., Perfors, A., & Howe, P. D. L. (2019). Even arbitrary norms influence moral

decision-making. Nature Human Behaviour, 3 (1), 57–62. https://doi.org/10.

1038/s41562-018-0489-y

Qiu, W., Rutherford, S., Chu, C., Mao, A., & Hou, X. (2016). Risk communication

and public health. Global Journal of Medicine and Public Health, 5 (4), 1–11.

47



Rau, A., Coetzee, J. K., & Vice, A. (2010). Narrating student life in a time of risk.

Qualitative Sociology Review, 6 (3), 81–98. https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-

8077.6.3.04
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Siegrist, M., & Árvai, J. (2020). Risk perception: Reflections on 40 years of research.

Risk Analysis, 40 (S1), 2191–2206. https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13599

Sim, T., Hung, L.-S., Su, G.-W., & Cui, K. (2018). Interpersonal communication

sources and natural hazard risk perception: A case study of a rural Chinese

village. Natural Hazards, 94 (3), 1307–1326. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-

018-3478-6

Slovic, P. (1987). Perception of risk. Science, 236 (4799), 280–285. https://doi.org/10.

1126/science.3563507

48



SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

Slovic, P., Fischhoff, B., & Lichtenstein, S. (1982). Why study risk perception? Risk

Analysis, 2 (2), 83–93. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.1982.tb01369.x

Slovic, P., & Peters, E. (2006). Risk perception and affect. Current directions in psy-

chological science, 15 (6), 322–325. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2006.

00461.x

Snyder, L. B., & Rouse, R. A. (1995). The media can have more than an impersonal

impact: The case of aids risk perceptions and behavior. Health Communica-

tion, 7 (2), 125–145. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327027hc0702 3

Southwell, B., & Yzer, M. (2007). The roles of interpersonal communication in mass

media campaigns. Communication Yearbook, 31, 419–462. https://doi.org/10.

1080/23808985.2007.11679072

Thomas, R. K. (2006). Traditional approaches to health communication. Springer.
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