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Individual and Cultural Differences in Adaptation

to Environmental Risks

Elaine Vaughan

Constructing environmental and health policies appro-
priate across diverse communities is challenging. Group
differences in the circumstances of exposure and in re-
sponses to environmental risk are common. Consequences
of this variability may become more apparent given recent
calls for more deregulation and an increased use of par-
ticipatory strategies to manage environmental risks. Ap-
proaches requiring active public participation will be suc-
cessful only if diverse groups can be engaged. Psychological
studies of individual differences in risk behaviors can pro-
vide policymakers with insights about why responses vary
in risk situations and how effective certain participatory

' strategies may be across a multicultural society. Responses
. of Mexican immigrant farmworkers to pesticide risk il-
lustrate how the broader context of exposure can contribute

10 variability among communities in risk adaptation and
affect the implementation of innovative policies.

(e

Few areas of social policy have created more sustained
divisiveness and political conflict in society than decisions
about églvironmental risks. Many policy decisions are
constructed and implemented in an adversarial and

strongly polarized atmosphere (Bingham & Meader, 1990;
Jasanoff, 1987; Panem, 1983). Although national legis-
lation, congressional hearings, and activities of regulatory

agencies and judicial bodies all tend to be driven directly

ronmental Protection Agency [EPA], 1990; O’Leary,
1991), the public has come increasingly to believe that
regulatory agencies are neither sufficiently responsive nor
adequately protective of public health - (Fiorino, 1990;
Stenzel, 1991). Adding to the complexity of decisions in
this domain is the need for the policy process to evolve
to keep pace with changing circumstances in society. Over
time, demands of and expectations for policy are modified
so that solutions and approaches to risk management that
were previously acceptable may not be so later. In the
past, environmental policy primarily had the difficult and
accepted goals of maintaining the integrity of the ambient
environment, preserving natural resources, and mini-
mizing risk to human health from various agents. Now,
many communities and legislators demand that these
policies also achieve an array of other social goals, in-
cluding psychological, economic, and political outcomes
(e.g., Brickman & Jasanoff, 1981; Bryant, 1989; Ruck-
elshaus, 1985). Psychological perspectives on environ-

or indirectly by public perceptions (Dwyer, 1990; Envi-
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mental risk management are particularly useful at this
time when the prospects for achieving these new objectives
will be linked to behavioral dimensions of environmental
policy (Montgomery, 1990).

Changing expectations for policy along with the per-
ceived limitations of a regulatory approach have led to
calls by many for increasing the use of alternative and
nonregulatory strategies to manage environmental risks—
for example, community-based management, environ-
mental dispute settlement, right-to-know initiatives, and -
other participatory processes (e.g., Crowfoot & Wondol-"
leck, 1990; Paehlke, 1990; Ruckelshaus, 1985). Beginning
in 1980, the Reagan and Bush administrations strongly
endorsed and promoted deregulation and pushed for a
more limited role of government and regulatory strategies
in environmental risk management (Kraft & Kraut, 1988;
Miller & Mink, 1992; Paehlke, 1990; Panem, 1983; Terris,
1990; Young, 1990). Many of the alternative approaches
being discussed and attempted reflect more indirect and
participatory perspectives that expect industries, com-
munities, and relevant government officials to participate
in a process in which policies are codetermined through
collaboration, market processes, or choices of individuals
(Crowfoot & Wondolleck, 1990; Fiorino, 1990; Stenzel,
1991). Coping with risk at the local or community level
is envisioned as the most democratic, efficient, and de-
sirable policy strategy (Ruckelshaus, 1985). _

Several of these new perspectives have significant
implications for the well-being of certain communities-
in particular and raise questions of social justice and
equity—societal values becoming more prominent in
discussions about the acceptability of risk ‘decisions
(e.g., Bryant, 1989; Hadden, 1991; Parisi & Ricci,
1991). Are the implicit assumptions of these approaches
regarding how citizens respond to risk information or
choice situations valid across diverse communities? if
not, will certain communities be systematically dis-
advantaged by policy approaches that shift more of the
burden of safety to individuals and communities who’
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are expected to actively negotiate or respond in pre-
scribed ways to a risk situation? Managing environ-
mental and public health risks in a pluralistic society
is a formidable task. The American population includes
individuals who differ in their beliefs about cancer and
other possible consequences of exposure to toxic agents
(e.g., Berman & Wandersman, 1990; Michielutte & Di-
seker, 1982; Vaughan & Nordenstam, 1991), who dis-
agree about the trustworthiness of scientific risk data
and regulatory agencies (e.g., Fowlkes & Miller, 1987;
Hawkes & Stiles, 1986; Steger & Witt, 1989), and who
differ in the importance they assign to economic versus
health considerations that are weighted in acceptable
risk decisions (e.g., C. Brody, 1984; Cazenave & Shan-
non, 1986; Office of Technology Assessment, 1987).
Attitudes regarding and behavioral responses to many
environmental risks (e.g., pesticide residues in food or
water or the transport and storage of toxic waste) have
been shown to vary significantly among different so-
ciodemographic groups (e.g., Allen, 1987; Blocker &
Eckberg, 1989; Diclemente, Brown, & Morales, 1988;
EPA, 1990; Gallup Organization, 1989; Hamilton,
1985; Pilisuk & Acredolo, 1988). Psychological studies
on response to environmental risks conducted in diverse
social, cultural, and economic contexts can be an in-
formation resource for policymakers and elected offi-
cials regarding the heterogeneous communities that
they serve, which may differentially benefit from many
of the newly emerging nonregulatory strategies.

Many participatory and indirect regulatory pro-
cesses being considered by policymakers and others
implicitly rely on particular individual or community
responses to reduce risk (Crowfoot & Wondolleck,

1990; Stenzel, 1991). The underlying assumgtion of
right-to-know initiatives, for example, Is that risk.in-
formation will precipitate actions by individuals to _ip—
prove health or fower exposure whenever risk Ievels are
‘unacceptable’” (Ashtor aldart, 5; Bingham

eader, 1990; Hadden, 1991; Stenzel, 1991). Be-
cause environmental policy is and will continue to be
affected significantly by political considerations (e.g.,
Dwyer, 1990; Rees, 1991), the effectiveness and validity
of these approaches in communities consisting largely
of the politically disenfranchised or less active may not
initially receive full consideration by Congress or reg-
ulatory officials. Often, congressional and environ-
mental policymakers concentrate on issues achieving
political salience (Merkhofer, 1987; Rees, 1991), or
those brought to prominence in a vivid way, through
the media, for example (Vincent, 1990). Psychological
factors that affect responses to risk situations operate
within broader socioeconomic and cultural contexts
that may increase or decrease the likelihood that certain
participatory strategies will succeed. Greater social ef-
forts may be required to engage certain populations in
risk management. A comprehensive evaluation of var-
ious strategies can occur from a perspective achieved
only by examining risk responses across a broad spec-
trum of the American population.

Immigrant Farm Workers and Pesticide
Exposure

Concern about the possible differential effect of nonreg-
ulatory versus regulatory policies on particular commu-
nities is raised through the work of psychologists exam-
ining environmental risk judgments and behaviors in di-
verse communities. Risk responses increasingly are
conceptualized as being embedded In social and curtural
contexts (e.g., Bradbury, : Covello & Johnson, 4
Dietz, Stern, & Rycroft, 1989), and it is likely that in
many cases variability in social, economic, and cultural
experiences will be associated with some differences in
the evaluation of and adaptation to environmental risks.
Several social scientists have provided the foundation for
this perspective (e.g., Bradbury, 1989; Cvetkovich & Earle,
1985; Dietz et al., 1989; Wapner, 1987) and have begun
to study the underlying correlates of individual and group
differences in response to risk. As one example of this
type of research, I have been examining the risk percep-
tions and self-protective behavior of Mexican immigrant
farm laborers in response to chronic pesticide exposure.
These individuals represent only one of many diverse cul-
tural and socioeconomic groups in the United States. For
many of these immigrant workers, particularly those who
move from county to county during an agricultural sea-
son, social conditions have been described as reflecting a
culture of poverty and an environment of “social and
physical isolation™ from the larger community (Meister,
1991, p. 504). I have chosen to study this particular group
for two reasons: generally greater exposure levels to en-
vironmental hazards, and the salience of the pesticide
issue in society.

Exposures to toxic agents are not uniformly distrib-
uted throughout the United States. Generally, members
of ethnic minority and low-income groups tend to be
exposed more than others to increased levels of chemical
and other environmental hazards, whether in the work-
place (e.g., Davis, 1982; Robinson, 1984) or in residential
settings (e.g., Bullard & Wright, 1987; Freudenberg, 1984,
U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 1982). If
policy is to be responsive to and address the needs of
those members of society at greatest risk from the negative
consequences of technological development or environ-
mental hazards, then these are precisely the individuals
whose responses must be clearly understood. The farm
workers in my investigations represent an ethnic and so-
cioeconomic group whose risk behaviors have not been
thoroughly examined.

A second reason to focus on the immigrant farm
labor population was to study risk beliefs and behaviors
relevant to a highly significant and salient environmental
risk issue. Concern about the long-term effects of pesticide
exposure have been increasing among the general public,
and concerns specifically about the health of farm workers
have led to greater prominence of health issues in dis-
cussions about labor contracts, employment conditions,
and unionizing the agricultural labor force (Goldsmith,
1989). Recently in California, the general public and

674

June 1993 « American Psychologist -




workers have gained access to more information about
exposures to potential cancer-causing pesticides; health
warnings about several common pesticides are now re-
quired as a result of a 1986 right-to-know initiative ap-

.proved by California voters (Kizer, Warriner, & Book,
1988). A science advisory board recently assembled to
set priorities for the EPA ranked chemical exposures for
agricultural workers as one of the most significant envi-
ronmental hazards affecting human health in this country
(EPA, 1990). The American Medical Association has en-
couraged responsible state and federal agencies to make
reasonable efforts to safeguard the health of agricultural
workers who may be exposed to pesticides (Council on
Scientific Affairs, 1988).

The general American public believes that pesticide
residue in produce is the most significant food safety
problem (Food & Drug Administration, 1984), but the
lifetime exposure levels experienced by the average con-
sumer may equal only the amounts that a typical farm
worker receives in half a season (Goldsmith, 1989). Al-
though several substances have been banned by the EPA,
managing occupational risk of pesticides also has relied
heavily on active participation of the exposed popula-
tion—that is, the adoption of self-protective behavior, such
as the use of gloves or protective clothing (University of
Texas, 1984). This approach to managing the risks of
those synthetic pesticides not banned by regulatory agen-
cies depends not only on some prescribed response by
the immigrant workers but also on the mutual cooperation
of growers in providing access to risk information and
protective gear and in limiting the amounts of certain
substances applied to crops. New participatory strategies
especially require a commitment to risk management
from all relevant parties, as suggested by the fact that
only 2% of eligible workplaces in the United States were
inspected annually before recent cuts in enforcement ca-
pacity (Pachlke, 1990). Agricultural sites are exempt even
from many of the labor and occupational health laws
enforced in other settings (Meister, 1991).

In the remainder of this article, I focus on several
factors explaining why immigrant farm workers. of com-
parable ethnic and sociocultural backgrounds adapt dif-
ferently to the threat of chronic pesticide exposure, and
consider how these factors may reveal ways for policy-
makers to maximize participation of diverse individuals
in risk management.

Context of Pesticide Risk for Immigrant Farm
Workers :

Currently, more than 80% of the hired farm labor in Cal-
ifornia and many other western agricultural states consists
of individuals who have recently immigrated, primarily
from Mexico (Gonzales, 1985; Mines & Martin, 1986).
As many as three million seasonal or migrant workers
and their dependents currently reside in the United States
(Rust, 1990). These agricultural workers face a variety of
health hazards, including the risks from chronic low-level
or acute high-dose exposures to synthetic pesticides—
exposures associated with chronic respiratory illnesses,

neurological disorders, miscarriages, chronic dermatitis,
and, for several agents, a possible increased risk of cancer
(Rust, 1990; Sakala, 1987). During a typical year, more.
than 300,000 farm workers may experience pesticide-re-
lated illness (Coye, 1985), and the relatively poor health
status of this population is exacerbated by conditions of
extreme poverty (Meister, 1991; Sakala, 1987). Manage-
ment of occupational pesticide risk has relied on setting
maximum allowable levels of pesticides to be used on
crops and controlling the time between application and
field reentry by workers. An additional component of the
policy strategy has been the assumption that workers
adopt self-protective methods in response to risk or health
information (Sakala, 1987; University of Texas, 1984).

The Farm Workers Study

In 1988, I began a study of the risk responses of immigrant
farm workers in several agricultural counties in California.
Participants were contacted and interviewed in residential
settings (e.g., farm labor camps, tent cities, temporary
housing facilities) identified as primary locations for
workers during the peak of an agricultural season (for
more details about the methods used in this quasi-ex-
perimental study, see Vaughan, 1993). The 282 male par-
ticipants in this sample shared many demographic char-
acteristics with the larger farm worker population in Cal-
ifornia; The vast majority had an educational level less
than grade school, more than 90% were born in Mexico,
and most had worked in the fields for more than 10 years.
Among these individuals, knowledge of pesticide exposure
and accompanying xisks.was high, but actual Tesponses

to exposure varied.

Despite the high level of knowledge about personal
exposures and potential health effects of pesticides, sub-
stantial numbers in this sample did not report heightened
fear or worry about environmental exposures (43%) and
did not consistently use any self-protective methods to
minimize the risk (60%). This was true even though many
believed that some damage to health likely had already
occurred. In contrast, there was a second subgroup of
laborers who had frequent thoughts about the negative
consequences of pesticides (57%) and who used self-pro-
tective measures on a regular basis to minimize possible
negative health outcomes (40%). ‘[hmejam[sie_rg_u_%cﬂll
in_accounting for this variability and ‘have particularly
important implications for_the management of risk in
diverse populations: beliefs about the broader economic
context of eXpOSUIe.. RErGepHOmS 6?'(":73“{1"&;51’ Over health
outcomes, and beliefs about the personal relevance of 1isk.
Many of these variables Have been identified by other
researchers as being important predictors of public risk
responses on an aggregate level (e.g., Commission for Ra-
cial Justice, 1987; Covello, 1983; Sage & White, 1980;
Slovic, Fischhoff, & Lichtenstein, 1980; Vlek & Stallen,
1980).

Economic context of exposure and response
differences. For many immigrant agricultural workers,
knowledge of other employment opportunities is limited,
and the health consequences of chronic pesticide exposure
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are evaluated and responded to in a context of great eco-
nomic need, relative uncertainty in employment oppor-
tunities from season to season, and limited options for
alternative employment outside of agriculture. Although
_the annual salary for agricultural workers averages far
below the federal poverty level (Sakala, 1987), this sea-
sonal work provides the primary, if not sole, source of
income for their families (Rust, 1990). In many instances,
nonexpert evaluation of environmental risk occurs in sit-
uations in which various options to manage a toxic agent
may have direct and significant personal economic con-
sequences (Fowlkes & Miller, 1987; Heimer, 1988). Some
have suggested that the economic context of exposure
may lead to a minimization of environmental risk in
many cases (Commission for Racial Justice, 1987). In-
dividuals in impoverished economic circumstances may
perceive more than others that the sources of occupational
risk are involuntary (e.g., Peterson & Stunkard, 1989),
and they may adapt to risk with less active strategies (e.g.,
Brody, 1988) or focus more on economic instead of health
dimensions of risk issues (e.g., Bullard, 1990).

Within the immigrant sample, economic situations
were not uniform, and stability in employment and per-
ceptions of economic circumstances were associated with
a distinct pattern of adaptation to pesticide risk. On the
average, migrants—those workers who moved from
county to-county during an agricultural season—had a
less stable financial situation than workers who resided
and worked in one area for an entire season. The social
and broader ecological conditions of migrants are among
the worst of any agricultural workers (Meister, 1991). In
this study, workers who migrated throughout the state
were far less eIy to use self-protective methods to min-
imize pesticide exposure than those who had a more stable
SEctipanional SHtirtion (elfect size, ¢ = .20). Multivariate
‘Analyses Tévealed that, except for perceptions of control,
migration status was a stronger predictor of self-protective
behavior than other psychological variables often corre-
lated with risk responses. This association was highly sig-
nificant, despite no reported differences between the mi-
grants and others in the amount of information received
about the risks of pesticides or in beliefs about the po-
tential of these chemicals to cause serious physical ill-
nesses. :

Perhaps as important as actual economic circum-
stances in affecting response in a chronic risk situation

is the perception of these circumstances. Agricultural labor
* provided the primary source of income for more than
80% of this sample, but among individuals who were
equally dependent on agriculture for their livelihood, there
was considerable variability in perceptions of the vol-
untariness of agricultural work. These beliefs about per-
sonal economic circumstances were associated with dif-
ferences in the use of self-protective methods to minimize
exposure to pesticides. In fact, the relationship between
employment stability and risk responses seemed to be
mediated by beliefs about the voluntariness of agricultural

work. Ind of education, age...or length.of time
engaged in agricultural work, those who perceived that

it would be difficult to find alternative employment and
who had never worked outside of agr] e were the .

least likely to have used self-protective.methads. (gffect

It is crucial, however, to look further at why differ-
ences in reported behavioral response to pesticides were
associated with economic dimensions. Psychological per-
spectives provide one approach to explaining differences,
but other institutional, societal, and ecological sources of
variability should also be considered as plausible reasons
for individual differences in apparent behavioral responses
to risk. Implications for policy would differ if, for example,
dissimilarities between migrants and others in self-pro-
tective behavior were due to reduced availability of self-
protective equipment for the migrants rather than to psy-
chological adaptation to a less stable economic situation.
Work sites and agricultural communities vary in the
availability of risk information, self-protective provisions,
and emphasis on occupational health issues (Sakala,
1987). In a follow-up study in this population, I am ex-
amining the relative strength of psychological and other
factors in accounting for variability.

Perceived control and self-protective be-
havior. Differences in self-protective behavior asso-
ciated with beliefs about the economic context of exposure
may be illustrative of a more general relationship between
perceptions of control and risk responses. Beliefs about
the level of control over health gutcomes seem a
Hiajor cole 1 fhe likelihood of adopting self protective
methods or of engaging in other behavioral responses to
an environmental or health risk (e.g. Cvetkovic?l%&—m )
1985; Peterson & Stunkard, 1989; Sik“é‘i'z___‘_&___g Gibsoti, T988).
Imﬁmfgﬁwﬁﬁﬁmﬁﬁ%ﬁ or societal con-
trol over a hazardous situation may even affect whether
significant exposure to a toxic agent results in heightened
levels of stress (Baum, Fleming, & Singer, 1983; Collins, -
Baum, & Singer, 1983). Beliefs about control over health
outcomes can vary significantly among diverse groups.
For example, whereas 54% of this sample of immigrant
laborers believed that cancers mostly were the result of
unavoidable exposures (i.e., substances in the air or wa-
ter), in past surveys, less than one third of the general
American public have endorsed this belief (e.g., Cam-
bridge Reports, 1978; Lou Harris & Associates, 1980).
Variability along this dimension is important to consider
for nonregulatory risk management because the resolu-
tion of environmental disputes through participatory
processes, such as formal dispute settlements, can be in-
fluenced by beliefs about a group’s ability to control con-
sequences (e.g., Crowfoot & Wondolleck, 1990). Similar
to wh have found j i
ulations, perceptions of control were associated with the
adoption_ ol precautionary. behavior in the, fapm.worker
satnple.

Many, but not all, of the study participants believed
that they had little or no control over experiencing neg-
ative health effects of pesticides, and these beliefs were
associated with a decreased likelihood of using self-pro-
tective methods in the occupational setting (effect size,
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reporting. that.one.bhad received information abou
tigides was a stronger predict cautionary behayior
W?ﬁwﬁﬂQM!QL%mgﬁgh outcomes (effect
The strong relationship found between perceived
control and risk responses, even when controlling for fac-
tors such as information, formal education, and amount
of exposure, suggests the importance of this factor in ac-
counting for individual differences in responses to a
chronic environmental risk. Increasing participation of
this population in efforts to reduce personal risk from
pesticides may call for a strategy that not only increases

the dissemination of risk information but also specifically

targets the substantial number of people who believe that
they have little influence over whether they experience
pesticide-related illnesses.

Framing of risk issues: personal versus so-
cietal judgments. The risk information presented to
immigrant farm workers or other lay populations usually
offers risk estimates at the aggregate level—that is, these
communications present data for the population as a
whole and cannot estimate the risk for any one particular
individual. However, the layperson often reframes an issue

as one of personal risk (e.g., JeHrey; T98Y; Sharlin, 1986 )-
mﬁﬁ?ﬁfiﬁorx is not judged to be personally
relevant, assessments of risk may be minimized and self-
protective behavior less likely to occur (e.g., Siegel & Gib-
son, 1988; Weinstein, 1988). Among these immigrant la-
borers, individuals who had frequent or constant fears
about the health effects of pesticides were those who
judged the chances of future personal risk to be relatively
high (effect size, 7 = .19). Judgments about future risk
for farm workers in general were not associated with
greater fears or more self-protective behavior. In fact,
many of these workers believed themselves to be at less
risk than other farm workers exposed to comparable levels
of pesticide residues, a finding consistent with the opti-
mistic biases seen in other populations when judging en-
vironmental hazards (e.g., Weinstein, Klotz, & Sandman,
1988).

When managing risk in diverse settings, it is nec-
essary to identify those factors that can affect the personal
framing of the risk issue. These factors may-vary from
one group to another. In the immigrant farm worker pop-
ulation, for example, there was a much higher level of
concern for the potential of pesticides to harm their chil-
dren than concern even about personal exposures or the
exposure levels of their fellow workers. This perspective

may not necessarily be as predominant in other groups,
although this has not been empirically established to date., .
For the farm workers, general judgments about pesticides’
potential to cause serious illnesses in the future were not
predictive of worry about or fear of long-term chemical
exposure. Instead, judgments about personally relevant
risk (e.g., whether workers believed that their or their off-
springs’ health could be affected) were associated with
increased fears of chemical risk. Policy strategies intended
to engage the public in a meaningful way will need to
overcome the consequences of a fundamental difference
between the expert’s framing of risk as a societal or ag-
gregate issue, and nonexpert populations’ framing of risk
as a personal level assessment (Jeffrey, 1989).

Implications of Variability

In the past, the federal government has assumed major
responsibility for protecting the health and well-being of
the nation (Commission for Racial Justice, 1987). Since
the 1960s and 1970s, the use of regulatory tools has been
the primary policy approach adopted by the federal gov-
ernment to limit the risks presented by environmental
agents (Pachlke, 1990). With the high priority given to
deregulation and regulatory relief by recent administra-
tions, indirect, participatory, or other nonregulatory
strategies of risk management represent a possible major
shift in the way society may attempt to manage selected
technological and environmental hazards. If these new
approaches have a reasonable likelihood of resulting in
unequal levels of protection across diverse communities,
then policy officials may want to weigh this factor when
deciding which policy strategy indeed represents the su-
perior alternative for a given risk issue. If the commitment
to minimize the adverse effects of technological devel-
opment is to extend to all segments of the population in
a meaningful way, then risk management approaches
must formally acknowledge and accommodate the diver-
sity of the American population (Office of Technology
Assessment, 1987). Many communities recently have be-
come more discontented with and vocal in their oppo-
sition to risk policies perceived as inequitable and lacking
in social justice (e.g., Bryant, 1989; Bullard, 1990; Rees,
1991). Direct community involvement in the process of
managing environmental hazards almost surely will in-
crease over the next decade (Ruckelshaus, 1991), and
constructing policies that are effective across a variety of
economic, exposure, and sociocultural contexts will be
one of the most significant challenges facing elected and
regulatory officials.

Psychological research on responses to environmen-
tal risk provides indispensable input to policymakers who
are considering alternative risk management strategies
that either precipitate or require some response from lay
populations. Montgomery (1990) argued, in fact, that en-
vironmental fianagement is in es:
because it is the actions of individuals, communities, and

-ipndustries that protect or degrade the environment. Al-
though policymakers have tended to ignoré™or iinimize
the behavioral and psychological dimensions of environ-
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mental policy, decisions in this domain invariably produce
some behavioral and broader psychological effects that
are not always equivalent across different groups in society
(Montgomery, 1990). As Congress monitors the effects of
environmental legislation and various social policy strat-
egies as a part of its oversight function (Ruckelshaus,
1985), generating profiles of the ecological conditions,
cultural contexts, psychological responses, and social
needs of various constituencies is a worthwhile contri-
bution of psychological researchers in this domain and
others (e.g., Vincent, 1990). Results from these programs
of research suggest several specific policy-related uses for
information generated by psychologists.

Designing participatory risk management
programs. For many hazards, reduction in vulnera-
bility to risk depends on the adoption of some precau-
tionary behavior, such as obtaining a screening test, using
self-protective equipment, or monitoring a toxic agent.
These efforts, when designed for diverse groups, may need
to consider factors, such as perceptions of control, that
may increase or decrease the likelihood that certain in-
dividuals will adopt a desired behavior or procedure.
Many studies in health and social psychology underscore
the importance of control beliefs in the initiation and
maintenance of precautionary behavior. Among the im-
migrant laborers, although information was a very sig-
nificant factor associated with self-protection, believing
that one had personal control over health was associated
with asignificantly greater increased likelihood of self-pro-
tective behavior. Efforts to involve individuals from di-
verse backgrounds in risk management may need to at-
tend to these perceptions in some cases to maximize par-
ticipation. The predominance of these beliefs may vary
in different communities, depending on the broader social
and cultural context of exposure.

Understanding the role of socioeconomic
factors in risk response. On a societal level, risk
management often involves a decision that attempts to
balance economic outcomes and health risks, but personal
economic circumstances provide a proximal context
within which adaptation to environmental risks occurs.
For many of the major environmental threats to human
health, individuals from impoverished socioeconomic
circumstances tend to be most at risk. For example, chil-
dren most at risk from the health-damaging effects of
lead poisoning are those living in poverty in urban settings
(Bullard & Wright, 1987; Freudenberg, 1984). Future risk
management strategies will need to consider the responses
of individuals in broader contexts and how economic
constraints may act as barriers to participation in efforts
to reduce the effects of environmental hazards. As in the
immigrant farm worker sample, perceptions of economic
factors may be an equally important variable of interest
within a community.

Framing of risk issues across diverse groups.
The fact that nonexperts often frame risk issues in terms
of personal rather than societal risk has implications for
the effective communication and implementation of en-
vironmental policies. In the farm worker sample as in

other populations, the presence of an optimistic bias about
personal risk suggests that general health information
alone may not increase the likelihood of adopting self-
protective methods unless the risk situation is framed in
personally relevant terms (Jeffrey, 1989; Weinstein, 1988).
Industry and health officials providing risk information
to communities may need to frame such information in
a way that maximizes the perceived personal relevance
of the issue. In a population such as the Mexican im-
migrant laborers, language and cultural factors present
challenges to the reasonable exchange of risk information
between employers and workers (Meister; 1991). Miti-
gating the effects of many environmental hazards may
require communication strategies that are modified de-
pending on the sociocultural context in which exposure
occurs.

As the demands for environmental policy change
and issues of social justice and equity in risk management
become more salient, psychological research on variability
in perceptions of and behavioral responses to risk can
inform policy in a meaningful way. By providing a glimpse
of the way in which diverse communities may differen-
tially respond to the opportunity for participatory risk
management, psychologists can assist in the evaluation
of the overall social desirability of certain innovative pol-
icies designed to protect public health.
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