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Why is it important to communicate seismic hazard?

• Emergency preparedness 

• Decision about regulations and enforcements of 
mitigation measures

• Maps as main product to communicate seismic 
hazard

• Hazard maps often fail to transmit their message

• Actual preparedness levels remain universally low 
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SUIhaz2004

Green = safe
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SUIhaz2015: visuals

• Colors

• Light colors less alerting than dark colors

• Red associated with danger

• Visual impairments (e.g. contrast, color blindness)

• Data classes

• Multi-colored hues for multiple data classes

• Avoid too many classes

• Color hues have to be chosen carefully 

• Background

• Not too dominant or colorful
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SuiHaz2015: legends

• Highly visible in terms of positioning, size, 
contrast and color

475 years

10’000 years

2’500 years
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SUIhaz2015: explanations and interactive access

• Use natural frequencies instead of probabilities or 
single-event probabilities

• Use absolute risks instead of relative risks

• Avoid technical terms 

• More information does not necessarily lead to 
better knowledge

• Experimental and interactive information generates 
a stronger impact on attitudes and leads to a higher 
level of preparedness 
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SUIhaz2015: map types

• Hazard maps show how often buildings are 
affected by certain incidents of horizontal 
acceleration.

• Effects maps focus on the likely consequences of 
an earthquake.

• Magnitudes maps show how often earthquakes of 
a particular strength occur.
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SUIhaz2015: flyer and poster
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Scientific evaluation

• Online survey with Swiss citizens from the German and the French part (N = 517)

• Two workshops with engineers and architects not specialized in seismic hazard retrofitting 
(N = 26)

• Research interest

1. Understanding seismic hazard information

2. Understanding magnitudes and effects maps

3. Interpreting statistical information
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1. Understanding seismic hazard information

Have seen the 
hazard map before

Have not seen 
the hazard 
map before

95%

70.2%

Minimum of adequately recognized 
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2. Understanding magnitudes and effects maps

• Selection of adequate map to answer a given 
question

• Correct selection of two cities with the highest 
probability for a given event

Magnitudes 56.1% 33.7%

70.7% 39.6%

Effects

Magnitudes Effects



3. Interpreting statistical information

Significantly moderated by risk 
perception and alternation of 
perceived risk

07.09.2017

0

20

40

60

80

100

Very

unlikely

Certain Absolutely

plausible

v
a
li
d
 %

Probability of an event at place 

of living within 50 years

0

20

40

60

80

100

Certainly

occurs until
2067

Occurs in

2067 (in 50
years)

On average

one time in a
period of 50

years

v
a
li
d
 %

An event within 50 years



07.09.2017

Conclusions

• Communicating seismic hazard is necessary and 
challenging!

• High expectations on interactive tools

• Seismic hazard information is relatively well 
understood

• Handling of different map types to answer a 
specific question or concern is very demanding

• Coloring, the most difficult task

• Participants are generally happy with the 
information provided

• Many participants would like to receive more 
information Online access SUIhaz2015

www.seismo.ethz.ch/knowledge/seismic-
hazard-switzerland/

http://www.seismo.ethz.ch/knowledge/seismic-hazard-switzerland/


Willingness to take precautionary measures
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