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Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk96412053]Each year, Oregonians face an enhanced risk for wildfires from May to September. In 2020, however, historic wildfire events occurred in Oregon and burned more than 1.2 million acres, destroyed more than 5,000 homes and commercial buildings, and at the height of fire intensity, impacted eight different counties covering approximately 25% of the state on the same day (Governor’s Wildfire Economic Recovery Council [GWERC], 2021). These fires resulted in complete losses of entire towns, displaced residents, and resulted in 11 deaths (GWERC, 2021). For three days, more than 10% of the state’s population were subject to evacuation or evacuation preparation orders (Hauck, 2020). In addition to the human, natural, and structural toll taken by the fires, the economic costs and damage to wildlife habitats were extensive. The estimated costs for wildfire response and property damage were $1.15 billion, with an additional cost of $32.2 million in payments to Oregon residents for assistance (GWERC, 2021).

The 2020 Oregon wildfire season was different than most seasons on record. One factor contributing to the unique season involved the presence of extended dry weather, which was unusual for parts of Oregon (GWERC, 2021). Additionally, Oregon experienced stronger and drier than usual winds from September 7 though September 10 that contributed to the rapid spread of what were referred to as the “Labor Day wildfires” (GWERC, 2021). Wildfire and forestry experts cited the lack of normally high moisture levels for the area that naturally suppressed wildfire spread provided an excess of fuel. That excess fuel, coupled with the dry conditions and winds, combined for an enhanced wildfire spread resulting in the impacts described above (White, 2020). 

The uncharacteristic nature of the 2020 Oregon wildfires spawned several theories, including some conspiracy theories (Abcarian, 2020), related to the genesis of the fires and their spread. Some federal authorities blamed forest management practices (Jackson, 2020), while some local elected officials pointed to climate change as the main factor (Coleman, 2020) that contributed to the wildfire events. These wildfires coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic, and various groups used social media platforms to cast blame and even post inaccurate and sometimes fabricated information about the fires and their causes (Zadrozny & Collins, 2020). During times of extreme risk such as these, access to emergency information related to wildfire risk is essential. 

Literature Review

This study was guided by the Risk Information Seeking and Processing (RISP) model (Griffin et al., 1999). This model helps to establish a structure for understanding how individuals seek and process risk information by considering past experiences, risk perception, and personal factors (Griffin et al., 1999). At the same time, the RISP model can also help to explain the role of bias in information processing by examining an individual’s underlying motivation to seek information (Griffin et al., 1999). Two different information processing routes ground the RISP model (Griffin et al., 1999). The first route, heuristic, pertains to passive and routine processing, while the second route, systematic, relies upon the active and thoughtful processing of information (Griffin et al., 1999).

Previous studies have applied the RISP model to explore and better understand risk information seeking. One study found that an individual’s social environment affects their desire to gain knowledge – especially when family and friends are knowledgeable about the risks (ter Huurne et al., 2009). Additionally, results from this study suggested social pressures, such as desire for social approval and liking, from peers about risk may elevate the amount of information a person believes is needed to manage and navigate risk (ter Huurne et al., 2009). In another study, researchers sought to explore the role of interpersonal communication in crisis preparedness and information seeking during Hurricane Katrina (Spence et al., 2007). This research suggested that information received via interpersonal networks varied in levels of importance by race (Spence et al., 2007). Spence et al. (2007) also argued the effectiveness of any evacuation order is dependent on how well it is assimilated into the community. Understanding the information seeking habits of the intended audience can impact the effectiveness of the message (Spence et al., 2007). At the same time, various characteristics can play a significant role in how communication and informational messages are received (ter Huurne et al., 2009; Spence et al., 2007). 

As a crisis unfolds, several sources hold the potential to distribute information to key publics. Knowledge about the crisis or disaster at hand can be acquired from a variety of sources including the media, personal experience, and interpersonal sources, with information from interpersonal sources often playing a significant role in causing individuals to take action (Taylor et al., 2009).  Past studies suggest individuals look to social media for insider information and to maintain contact or check in with friends and family (Austin et al., 2012). Mass media, on the other hand, have been used to become more educated about the crisis (Austin et al., 2012). Regardless of media type or information source, relevancy and timeliness or information during a crisis can vary by source (Chauhan & Hughes, 2017). The source and form of information during a crisis can affect an individual’s information seeking behavior, and the order in which information is consumed can impact subsequent information seeking (Austin et al., 2012).

Differences in information seeking patterns exist between groups, and more research is needed to effectively target messages to these groups (Spence et al. 2007). For example, little scholarship exists in regard to information seeking patterns between rural and urban/suburban residents in times of crisis and natural disaster. Timely and well received risk information and evacuation notifications can help to safeguard both life and important personal property (Sun & Turkan, 2020). When individuals do not have access to accurate and timely information it can lead to potentially deadly consequences (Fischer et al., 2023, in press). From an environmental risk communication standpoint, it is key to use multiple communication mediums, trusted sources, and create messages that speak to the receiver’s interests (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration [NOAA], 2016). 

Purpose and Research Questions

Given the potential for information seeking through various sources during the 2020 Oregon wildfire season, this study sought to examine the sources Oregon residents relied upon for information about the wildfires. This study was guided by two research objectives.

RO1: Determine the information sources Oregon residents most frequently used to find information about the wildfires during the 2020 wildfire season.

RO2: Determine if the most frequently-used information sources relied upon by Oregon residents during the 2020 wildfire season differed by community type.

Methods

Data for this study were collected using a quantitative survey instrument to determine perceptions of and experiences during the 2020 Oregon wildfire season, and to better understand information seeking at that time. The instrument was developed by the researchers and the scale items used in this study were compiled based upon a review of associated literature. Participants were instructed to indicate how often they used 16 different information sources using a 6-point, Likert-type scale (1 = I didn’t use this source, 6 = I used this source more than once daily). Qualtrics, a third-party company, was consulted to obtain a sample of Oregon residents 18-years and older who lived in Oregon during the 2020 wildfire season. To ensure a sample most similar to the population of Oregon, a quota was established to collect responses from 65% urban/suburban residents and 35% rural residents, and approximately 50% males and 50% females (Oregon Office of Rural Health, 2021). 

A pilot test was conducted through Qualtrics on October 20, 2021 to ensure reliability. The information source frequency scale utilized in this study was found to be reliable (α = .84). Data were collected from November 3 to December 11, 2021 and exported to SPSS Version 28 for analysis. The sample skewed female (56.7%). Males (41.5%) and other/non-binary individuals (1.8%) also participated in the study. Given that Qualtrics has fewer males than females who participate in studies (Boas et al., 2018), the researchers felt comfortable moving forward with the sample. In addition, the sample reported to be largely from urban/suburban communities (65.7%) and 34.3% said they lived in rural communities. The average participant age was 47 years. The researchers used descriptive statistics to address the first research objective. To address the second research objective, an independent samples t-test was conducted to determine any differences in information source use by participant community type.

Findings

The first research objective sought to determine the information sources Oregon residents most frequently used to find information about the wildfires during the 2020 wildfire season. As outlined in Table 1, the most-used source for information during the 2020 wildfire season was “television news” (M = 4.18, SD = 1.86), followed by the “National Weather Service” (M = 4.05, SD = 1.86). “Websites” were the third most used source (M = 3.73, SD = 1.98) with “family, friends, and neighbors” as information sources next (M = 3.72, SD = 1.77). The fifth most-frequently used source was “text alerts and/or emergency alerts,” (M = 3.60, SD = 2.01). Additional information sources included in this measure were newspapers, radio news, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, local officials, government press conferences, community public meetings, county Extension agents, and other.
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	Information Sources Used by Oregon Residents During the 2020 Wildfire Season for Wildfire Information (N = 434)

	

	
	
	

	Information Source
	M
	SD

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Television News
	4.18
	1.86

	
	
	

	National Weather Service
	4.05
	1.86

	
	
	

	Websites
	3.73
	1.98

	
	
	

	Family, Friends, and Neighbors
	3.72
	1.77

	
	
	

	Text Alerts and/or Emergency Alerts
	3.60
	2.01

	
	
	



Research objective two sought to determine if the five most frequently-used information sources used by Oregon residents during the 2020 wildfire season differed by community type (Table 2). A t-test showed the use of “friends, family, and neighbors” as sources of information significantly differed by participant community type t(432) = 2.50, p <.05. A review of associated means showed that rural residents relied upon “friends, family, and neighbors” (M = 4.01, SD = 1.78) more than urban/suburban residents (M = 3.57, SD = 1.75) and a small effect was observed (Cohen’s d = .25) per Davis’ conventions (1971). Source use did not differ significantly by participant community type for “television news” t(432) = 1.25, p = .21, “websites” t(432) = 0.42, p = .68, “text and/or emergency alerts” t(432) = .35, p = .72, or “National Weather Service” t(432) = .28, p = .78.
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	Differences in Information Source Use Between Rural Residents and Urban/Suburban Residents (N = 434)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Rural
	Urban / Suburban

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Information Source
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	t(432)
	p

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Friends and Neighbors
	4.01
	1.78
	3.57
	1.75
	-2.50
	<.05

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Television News
	4.34
	1.85
	4.10
	1.86
	-1.25
	0.21

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Websites
	3.68
	1.99
	3.76
	1.97
	0.42
	0.68

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk103092466]Text and/or Emergency Alerts
	3.65
	2.08
	3.58
	1.98
	-0.35
	0.72

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	National Weather Service
	4.09
	1.82
	4.04
	1.87
	-0.28
	0.78

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Conclusions and Discussion

	The purpose of this study was to determine the sources Oregon residents used for information about wildfires during the 2020 wildfire season. The unique and uncharacteristic nature of the state’s 2020 wildfire season set the stage for unprecedented need for accurate and timely information. The potential for controversy and conflict given the political and already stressed environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Jackson, 2020; Zadrozny & Collins, 2020) only further exacerbated the need for multiple communication mediums, trusted sources, and effective messages (NOAA, 2016). As Oregon residents sought to navigate what was, for most, an unprecedented natural disaster, accurate and timely information was required to avoid catastrophic consequences (Fischer et al., 2023 in press). 

This study revealed the most common sources of information during the 2020 Oregon wildfire season. A significant difference was observed in the use of friends and family as sources of information during the 2020 wildfire season between rural residents and urban/suburban residents. It is possible that stronger potential personal connections (Spence et al., 2007) or social pressures (ter Huurne et al., 2009) influenced rural participants’ motivations to seek information via their personal connections (Griffin et al., 1999), but further studies are needed to explore the factors associated with this finding. A lack of significant differences by participant community type for television news, the National Weather Service, websites, and text alerts and/or emergency alerts also provides helpful insights for those who seek to inform and communicate during natural disasters and crises. These sources appear to be well-utilized during crises. Therefore, communication practitioners, message creators, and others involved in information dissemination during crises should seek to use these channels. However, it is unclear what specific websites, television news channels, and text alert services were most relied upon by participants in this study. Therefore, future research should explore the nuance between these information sources to more clearly understand the specific sources most used in times of crisis. Additionally, more research is needed to more fully understand the type of information being communicated via the most relied-upon sources. Although participants were presented with the option to select multiple social media platforms as information sources during the 2020 wildfire season, social media were not selected as one of the top information sources. This finding is somewhat surprising given the amount of time individuals spend using social media, and previous studies that found individuals used social media during crises (Austin et al., 2012). To more thoroughly capture the reasons for the overall lack of social media as an information source in this study, other studies should be conducted in different states and with other natural disasters or crises as the context to determine any potential differences in factors associated with disaster and information seeking.

Past experience influences how individuals seek and process risk information (Griffin et al., 1999). Future studies should explore specific risk experiences related to wildfires and other natural disasters, as well as risk perception and other personal or individual factors (Griffin et al., 1999), in order to better understand how individuals seek and process risk information. This study is limited by the sample and specific crisis. While the findings cannot be generalized across crises or populations, the findings provide opportunities to further expand one element associated with risk information seeking behaviors during a crisis.
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