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Abstract: We examine the role of Canadian non-profit and governmental environmental
groups in public discourse about environmentaltha&k. Organization representatives were
interviewed; implications for risk communicatiorearonsidered. Findings suggest:
organizations contribute to theformation worlds of citizengyenefit may be realized from
fostering dialogue and partnership with these degdions.

1. Introduction

The United Nations (UN) has identified civil sogie@rrganizations (CSOSs) as critical
contributors to the advancement of universal vatekged the environment (2010).
Despite this endorsement, there has been veryelinekamination in the Library and
Information Science (LIS) literature of environm@ntSOs. Stephens and Eden (1995),
for example, investigated how ‘voluntary’ environmte organizations meet public
demand for environmental information; lllingworthat. (2002) explored the benefits of
internet communication for nonprofit environmergedups; and, most recently,
Savolainen (2007) investigated the information segekf environmental activists. To
our knowledge, there has been no investigatiohefriformation role of CSOs in the
area of environmental health (EH). The objectivéhed paper is to begin addressing this
gap by examining the role of Canadian environme@&Ds in public discourse in the
area of EH risk.

2. Background

Whereas risk communication was previously viewethigmation delivery from
government or health officials to the unknowleddegtublic (a deficit model) and was
viewed as the last stage of risk management (Sidwoilaet al. 2012), risk
communication has more recently been described af@mation exchange, with the
primary purpose of empowering responsible riskslens (Jardine and Driedger In
press). This perspective is consistent with thevleat effective risk communication
must be rooted in the rights of people and comnesib participate in discussions of the
risks that affect their lives (Infanti et al. 2018)oreover, rapid communication via the
internet, social media, and popular press hasfsaned traditional health
communication, thus elevating the profile of CS@sdiscussions about environmental
health, and powerfully influencing public attitud@ubela et al. 2009) and perceptions
of personal health risk (Gana et al. 2010).

In response to increasing public knowledge of amttern for potential risks to human
health from environmental factors and conditiondH@W2013; Lemyre et al. 2006),
demand for information about EH risk is growing.n€erns range from specific
consumer products to climate change; and they epassnexisting, emerging and



speculative environmental health hazards. CSOs-gngernmental and non-profit
entities seeking positive social and environmecitainge, typically not including private
sector, academia, labour or municipalities (UN)n-elhave been identified as having an
increasing role as information providers in theeaad€EH (Cordner et al. 2013).

3. Theoretical framework

This investigation is informed byreodified mental models approach (Chowdhury et al.
2011), which is premised on the following: (1) kiiss an inherently subjective concept
framed by personal knowledge, beliefs and expeeigrand, (2) responsible risk
communication should be grounded not by the imgbfi¢rational, objective, and
superior” (150) ‘expert’ position of governmenttggalth officials, but by an
understanding of the contexts that frame the laagreés understanding of a specific risk.
In addition, analysis is informed and guidedsbgial positioning theory (Davies & Harré
1990), which recognizes the subjectivity and posdility of perspectives.

4. Research methods

To identify Canadian CSOs we conducted an extensalebased search using keywords
and online directories. Organizations were requiosiaave a web presence that explicitly
indicated concern for the relationship between mmental factors and human health.
To ensure data completeness and saturation, wegelyprecruited national and regional
organizations with a range of foci. CSOs were eiby email to select a key informant
from their organization for participation in a sestiuctured, telephone interview. We
enriched our sample by directly recruiting eighy kformants who were involved in
unrepresented or unique aspects of communicatingdkHinformation (for example, EH
education in Indigenous communities). Domains qtiiny included purpose and focus of
activities; primary concerns and priorities forgg@pants and their constituents; notions
of responsibility and trust; CSOs as informatioaiders and communicators; and,
public communication needs related to environmeatabrs and human health. Data
were inductively analyzed using directed contemtsis and grounded theory’s constant
comparative approach. Findings were returned togizants for feedback. NVivo I8
software facilitated data organization and analysis

5. Results

We interviewed 30 key informants; interviews las#€dto 82 minutes (mean, 63
minutes). We found that the majority of participantere involved in public education
and building awareness related to EH issues. A@svinclude synthesizing and
communicating information from a wide range of ttiathally ‘authoritative’ sources
(e.g. government grey literature, peer reviewesddiiure) and more ‘informal’ sources
(e.g. other CSOs, individual citizen scientist®gs). In addition, all participants noted
the importance of and participated in networkind/ancollaboration with health
agencies, government bodies, communities, othere@maental CSOs and others. When
asked about the most pressing issues facing Carsdiderviewees discussed a wide
range of specific issues (e.g. air quality, consupneducts, pesticides, climate change);
however, the majority emphasized underlying sodtfitipal concerns such as
responsibility for EH in Canada, tensions betwesmemic development and
environmental concerns, transparency and informatezess, and trust in political



processes. Participants positioned the currentd@am&ontext in comparison to Canada
of the past and to other jurisdictions.

Participants drew information about EH issues feowery wide range of sources
including peer reviewed journals, government pwtigns, research reports, other
environmental CSOs, health experts, conferencedksband media. Information was
then frequently synthesized and provided to thdipalnd/or to the organizations’
constituents through a range of mediums includempprts, mailing lists, websites,
presentations, advocacy materials, and the mediicipants positioned CSOs as
important information providers who fill an infortan void for citizens and who
facilitate knowledge translation. Primary themethwespect to improving EH risk
communication in Canada, include: the need for neffiextive communication practices;
the central role of dialogue and community involesity and the need for regulations and
policies that prioritize human health and precandry approaches.

6. Implications and significance

In light of emerging themes, we reviewed risk comioation models, focusing on the
Dual-mode mode! of trust and confidence for risk communication (Siegrist et al. 2003).
Findings suggest that in the context EH, whereetiefrequently scientific uncertainty
and controversy, and where information is widelgnoounicated by CSOs, the goal of
risk communication should not be limited to puldampliance (as is suggested by this
model), but should seek to promote information islggand exchange, collaboration, and
empowerment.

Findings indicate that Canadian CSOs play a roiefasmation synthesizers and
providers in the area of EH risk. Moreover theyalmbrate extensively across sectors
with governmental organizations, other CSOs, amdroanities as they develop and
communicate messages about the relationship bet@rearonmental factors and human
health. Findings suggest that governments and @hbhlth agencies may benefit from
recognizing the role of these organizations initii@mation worlds of the public and
from fostering productive dialogue and partnerships

7. Relationship to conference themes

This paper contributes directly to conference thenirethis current era communication
of health risk is no longer the exclusive domaimc@demics, clinicians, or ‘officials,’ to
be shared at the ‘right’ or ‘best’ time. Insteadprmation is widely available and public
perspectives are incubated and framed by CSOstardsan the public sphere. Issues of
exclusion versus participation are juxtapositiongtth tensions between economic and
environmental priorities. And individuals, seekitogmake sense in the midst of uncertain
and changing information about environmental immechuman health, must navigate
issues of credibility, trustworthiness and authoriBecause CSOs connect people to
ideas and information, ignite and invigorate disotots, and bring change to society,
examination of their contribution to the informatiorlds of citizens will extend LIS
knowledge and illuminate real-world information teages.

Acknowledgements
Sincere thanks to participating environmental gatiety organizations and to the



interview participants who so generously sharei theughts, perspectives and experiences.
We are indebted to Dr. Michelle Driedger (Universaf Manitoba, Canada) for funding via
her Tier Il Canada Research Chair in Environmeatal Health Risk Communication; and to
Alberta Innovates — Health Solutions for suppoat &iPostdoctoral Research Fellowship
(SKG).

References

Bubela, T., R. Hyde-Lay, S. Lane, U. Ogbogu, C.l@tte, M.C. Nisbet, ... and T.
Caulfield. 2009. “Science communication reconsidérblature Biotechnology 27: 514-
518. doi:10.1038/nbt0609-514

Chowdhury, P.D., C.E. Haque, and S.M. Driedger.120Rublic versus expert
knowledge and perception of climate change indinesd wave risk: A modified mental
model approach.Journal of Risk Research 15: 149-168. doi:
10.1080/13669877.2011.601319

Cordner, A., M. Mulcahy, and P. Brown. 2013. “Cheatiregulation on fire: Rapid
policy advances on flame retardaririvironmental Science and Technology 47: 7067-
7076. doi:10.1021/es3036237

Davies, B., and T. Harré. 1990. “Positioning: Thecdrsive production of selves.”
Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 20: 43-63. doi:10.1111/j.1468-
5914.1990.tb00174.x

Gana, K., M. Lourel, R. Trouillet, I. Fort, D. Me=tt, C. Blaison, ... and J. Ledrich. 2010.
“Judgment of riskiness: Impact of personality, eatlkeories and heuristic thinking
among female studentd?5ychology and Health 25:131-147. doi:
10.1080/08870440802207975

Infanti, J., J. Sixsmith, M.M. Barry, J. NUfiez-Cdébd, C. Oroviogoicoechea-Ortega, and
F. Guillén-Grima. 2013A literature review on effective risk communication for the
prevention and control of communicable diseases in Europe. Stockholm: European

Centre for Disease Prevention and Control.
http://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/publmadirisk-communication-literary-
review-jan-2013.pdf

Jardine, C.G., and S.M. Driedger, S.M. In presskRommunication for empowerment:
An ultimate or elusive goal? HEffective risk communication, J. Arvai, and L. Rivers
(eds). London: Earthscan Publication Ltd.

Lemyre L., J.E.C. Lee, P. Mercier, L. Bouchard, &xd&rewski, D. 2006. “The structure
of Canadians’ health risk perceptions: Environmietit@rapeutic, and social health
risks.” Health, Risk & Society 8: 185-195. doi: 10.1080/13698570600677399

Skarlatidou, A., T. Cheng, and M. Haklay. 2012. ‘“&¥do lay people want to know
about the disposal of nuclear waste? A Mental Mageroach to the design and
development of an online risk communicatioRisk Analysis 32: 1496-1511.

doi: 10.1111/j.1539-6924.2011.01773.x



Siegrist, M., T.C. Earle, and H. Gutscher. (200Bgst of a trust and confidence model
in the applied context of electromagnetic field (EMisks.” Risk Analysis 23: 705-716.
doi: 10.1111/1539-6924.00349

lllingworth, L., D. Williams, and S. Burnett. 2002Z'he costs and benefits of the Internet
as a marketing and communications tool: the agyu@erceptions and experiences
within the nonrprofit environmental sector in Scotlands&lib Proceedings 54 (5): 280-
293. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/0001253021 043832

Savolainen, Reijo. 2007. “Information source hong@nd source preferences of
environmental activists: a social phenomenologapgdroach.” Journal of the American
Society for Information Science and Technology 58: 1709-1716. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/asi.20644

Stephens, D. and P. Eden. 1995. "Enquiry handlyngotuntary UK environmental
organizations: analysis of case studiésbrary Management 16 (2): 15-21. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/01435129510081433

UN Global Compact. nd. “Civil Society Organizatichs
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/participantsandskettders/civil_society.html

UN Global Compact. 2010. “Civil Society.”
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/HowToParticipateicisociety/

WHO. 2013. “Health and environment linkages inttiat’ http://www.who.int/heli/en/



