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Statistic Canada: Households able to correctly 

describe radon gas (%) 
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Households* (%) that have tested for radon gasϮ 
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*As a percentage of all households that did not live in an apartment and had heard of radon 
 Ϯ
Survey notes to use data with caution, z 



Why so few people testing? 

 They aren’t aware of the problem? 

 This is accurate, HOWEVER…. 

○ 1989- Weinstein et al. 

“[New Jersey] Respondents proved well informed, 

but radon levels were not highly correlated with 

any of the response variables. Over optimism 

was more common than overreaction.” 

 

 Even when they know about radon, 

most didn’t perceive it to be a risk 

 

 



The Radon conundrum 
 

“Interestingly, the deep fears and anxieties 
associated with radiation do not seem to 
extend to naturally occurring radiation…a 
survey in a region characterized by very high 
radon levels in many homes, found peope who 
were basically apathetic about the risk  

-From Slovic 2012 (Sandman et al., 1987).” 

 

Most people are afraid of radiation, perhaps 
radon isn’t understood as radioactive… 

 



What else? History - Harrison and Hoberg 1991 

 Canadian lack of awareness (1991!) due to government’s 

historical approach to managing radon  

 Government chose not to publicize 1977 survey of 14,000 

homes 

 Didn’t encourage testing till much later   

 Dr Roger Eaton (Health and Welfare Canada) high 

profile quotes- 
“As we say, you can’t tame nature: you just have to live with it”  

“…until everybody stops smoking, there not much point in spending 

money…on techniques to reduce radon in homes 



Canada vs. US 

 Canadian officials initially 

felt US EPA had 

overestimated risk 

 Decided not to elevate 

radon issue across Canada 

 “Not worth disturbing the 

public given that the risk is 

such a small one” Health 

and Welfare statement 

 



Where are we now? 

 We need to increase both knowledge of and 

concern about radon 

• We still need to get people to test their homes and 

mitigate if necessary 



Rethinking radon communication 

Re-
introducing 
radioactivity 

It’s a 
“radioactive 
gas” 

 



Re-thinking naturally occurring? 

 Winnie Cheung et al 2013, Bill Angel, and 

others- human-made problem 

• REFRAME issue to be building-oriented 

– The housing design makes radon a risk 



Other strategies being tried 

 Make it noticeable: 

 Radon alarm- goes off at a certain level 

○ Similar to concept of CO detector 

○ Makes what is invisible at least audible 

Cloud Chamber- 

Health Canada 



Increasing agency involvement 

 Health Canada has developed a 
substantive radon platform 
 Not all provinces have followed suit 

○ E.g. National building code  

 Problem too large for one agency 
 Provincial and municipal governments need to 

get involved 

 Better citizen based groups 

○ Starting in some parts of the country 

 Canadian Association for Radon Scientists 
and Technicians created (CARST) 

 

 



 Better Media coverage 

 The media shapes how the general public views 

risks 

 How has media coverage of radon functioned in 

Canada? 

 Begun small study at SFU 

 Initial radon coverage discussed the problem as 

“radioactive” 

 1990s show a period of “questioning” science 

 Coverage tapers off late 1990s, early 2000s 

 Other things pushed radon off the agenda 

 



Globe and Mail, 

January, 1981 

Radioactivity 

highlighted 



Fostering Doubt in the mid 1990s 



Media catching up to science 



How to get people galvanized? 

 Reframing of messages 

 Governments and NGO leadership 

 Improve media coverage 

 Maybe radiation professions can help journalists reclaim 

the issue 

 BUT- we need CHANGE not just awareness 

 Precaution Adoption Process:   
 Weinstein and Sandman (1992) 

 Research done in the US during the 1980s 

 2 phases 

 



Radon Framework: First Phase 

Never 
Heard of 
Radon 

Never 
thought 
about 
testing 

Undecided 
about 
testing 

 

 

Plan to Test, 
obtain kits 

Key Features of this Phase:  Raising Awareness 

       Encouraging Testing 

       Providing access to test kits 

 

Tools needed: informational resources, persuasive campaigns, 

targeted outreach in high radon regions  

Knowledge to Action   



Radon Framework Phase 2 

Receive Test 
Results 

• If low, 
remediation 
not required 

If Results are 
High 

• May choose 
not to 
remediate * 

Decide to 
remediation 

• May have 
challenges 
that prevent 
remediation* 

Remediation 

• Follow-up, 
maintenance 

Knowledge to Action   

Key Features of this Phase:  -Helping citizens interpret test results 

       -Recognizing people’s rights to NOT remediate 

       -is more persuasion key at this point? 

       -Decisions to remediate can be hampered, e.g. $, 

time 

 

More help needed on these fronts     



Precaution Adoption Process:  Weinstein 

and Sandman (1992) 

 
 Factors associated with testing and remediate 

 Other People’s Behavoir (peer influence high) 

 

 “If the Jones’s tested, maybe I  

 should…” 
 



What gets people to test for radon? 
Nissen et al 2011 

Variable response 

Concern for health  47% 

Concern for children’s health 17.6% 

Realtor recommended it  19.6% 

Free/cheap test kit  17.6% 

Concerned about property value 7.6% 

Doctor recommended it 3% 

Predictive Model Variable 

Higher Education 

Higher Income 

Non or ex-smokers 

This intervention 

research found 

that of those with 

higher than 

regulatory levels, 

less then half 

were going to 

remediate 

 

Cost was the 

main factor cited 

for not 

remediating 



In conclusion 

 Majority of Canadian aren’t aware of radon 

 Work on messaging 

 Radon:  the worse thing you never heard of” 

 “Radioactive gas” 

 We need to work together 

 Multiple agencies and communities 

 We need to help people move through the 

process 

 Giving out test kits isn’t enough 

 Support for remediation 

 Reducing exposure is key 

 



Thank you! anicol@sfu.ca 



Mitigation in Vermont homes given 

test kids- Reisenfeld 2007 

 Of homes with high levels, 43% mitigated 
 67% of work done by contractor 

 Avg. cost $ 1000-2000 

 Significant remediation predictors 
 College education or higher 

 Concern about property values 

 People who lived in a newer home 

 Factors NOT significant 
 Age, gender, household income, number of people 

in the home and living he basement, radon level 

“Associating radon testing 

with real estate transactions 

is likely to influence residents 

to mitigate as home value 

appears to be a significant 

concern.” 



UK research on remediation 

 Survey of homes >195Bq/L Zhang et al 

2011 

 Response rate 49% 

 30% reported some form of remediation 

 Most within 6 months of testing 

○ Sump with fan 

○ Fan assistant under-floor ventilation 

○ Natural underfloor ventilation with air brocks 

○ Indoor ventilation with positive pressure 

 52% of people spent <500 £, 3% spent >3000 £ 



Irish remediation study 

 3,313 homes over 200 bq/m3 

 1058 (33%) response rate 

 24% had carried out some form of 
remediation, 32% retested 

○ Sealing floors and walls 

○ Indoor ventilation 

○ Under floor ventilation  

○ Positive pressurisation  

○ Average cost 1,650 € 

 64% reduction in radon levels 


