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Understanding responses to risk: 
Can Identity Process Theory help? 



Overview 

• Challenges of understanding responses to risk  

 

• Using the lens of Identity Process Theory and 
Social Representations Theory 

 

• Managing the risks of a nut allergy 

 

 





“We do warn people now 
that most of the egg 
production of this 
country, sadly, is now 
infected with salmonella” 
Edwina Currie, December 
1988  



“There is no risk to 
public health from 

British beef” 



Dread  
Risk 

Unknown  
Risk 

Nuclear accidents & 
DNA technology 

Smoking  & Alcohol 

Caffeine  & Aspirin 

Veterinary 
drug & 

Hormone 
residues 

= 1985 
High Sugar & 
 High Fat Diet = 1994 

Listeria &  
Salmonella 

Artificial 
sweeteners & 

Food 
colourings 

= pre and post  

20th March 1996 

Train & Plane 
Accidents 

Source: Slovic et al 1985; Sparks and Shepherd, 1994; 
Fife-Schaw & Rowe, 2000 



Risk and Social Representations Theory 

• Unfamiliarity 
 

• Anxiety 
 

• Uncertainty 

Mechanisms of anchoring 
and objectification render 
unfamiliar risks as familiar 
and transform and locate 
them into common sense 
systems of meaning.   
 

‘Sociocultural, historical and group-specific forces become 
sedimented in inner experiences, .. the ‘we’ becomes 
contained in the responses of the ‘I’. (Joffe, 2003) 





 
Threat to identity arises when the processes of identity 
(assimilation – accommodation and evaluation) cannot comply 
with the principles of identity.  
 
The principles were originally conceptualised as self-esteem, 
distinctiveness, self-efficacy and continuity* later extended to 
belonging and meaning** and psychological coherence***  

 
Coping with threat to 

identity can shape 
social representations 

of risk 

 

Social representations of 
risk can shape the way in 
which people cope with 

threat to identity  
 

* Breakwell, 1986; Breakwell, 1992;**Vignoles, Chryssochoou, & Breakwell, 2002;*** Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010   



Identity processes can shape representations of 
risk 

• Risk communication is about exposure, acceptance 
and use of particular social representations 

• Behaviour change or maintenance required in line 
with representations of risk 

• Identity processes affect exposure to and acceptance 
and use of social representations*  

 …. and thus to risk communication 
• Can risk communicators take this into account? How? 
  

*Breakwell (1993) 



Social representations of risk can affect identity 
development 

• Social representations of risk – and the way they are 
instantiated in risk communication - confer value and 
significance on identities or elements of identity 

• Representations vary in their ability to ‘edit’ identity 
development 

• There are generally multiple representations of 
particular risks  

• People are active in making sense of social 
representations of risk and in seeking to ensure the 
principled operation of identity processes.  

  



Managing a nut allergy 

32 participants aged 16+ with a 
clinically diagnosed nut allergy 
No other food allergies 
Triangulation of 3 methods 

– Accompanied shop 

– Interviews 

– Product Choice Reasoning Task 

Study conducted for the Food Standards Agency 
 
How do nut allergic individuals make choices about 
what food to eat or buy?  
 



Clinically diagnosed allergies 
associated with clear largely 
consensual ‘hazard template’: 

• Cause  
• Consequences,  
• No cure 
• Mild reactions in past no 

cause for future 
confidence  

• Most severe reactions 
occur outside the home 

• AVOID THE ALLERGEN 

Ask about food 
content 
Check food labels 
Carry autoinjector 

Identity requirements interpolate 
between the different parts of the 
‘official’ social representation of 

allergy 



Some NAIs did not 
want to be 

publicly identified 
as having an 

allergy 
 

 
 

Recommended actions 
likely to lead to 

attribution of unwanted 
distinctiveness:  

Asking about food 
content when eating 

out would render 
allergy publicly visible 

 

EATING OUT IN 
RESTAURANTS 

Clinically diagnosed 
allergies associated with 
clear largely consensual 
‘hazard template’: 

• Cause  
• Consequences,  
• No cure 
• Mild reactions in 

past no cause for 
confidence  

• Most severe 
reactions occur 
outside the home 

• AVOID THE 
ALLERGEN 

Ask about 
food content 
Check labels 
Carry 
autoinjector 



Some NAIs were 
highly sensitised 

to alternative  
(imagined?) 

representations of 
their allergy 

 
 

 

Recommended actions 
likely to lead to 

attribution of unwanted 
distinctiveness and 

threat to self esteem:  
Food intolerant /fussy 

eater 

Clinically diagnosed 
allergies associated with 
clear largely consensual 
‘hazard template’: 

• Cause  
• Consequences,  
• No cure 
• Mild reactions in 

past no cause for 
confidence  

• Most severe 
reactions occur 
outside the home 

• AVOID THE 
ALLERGEN 

Ask about 
food content 
Check labels 
Carry 
autoinjector 

EATING OUT IN 
RESTAURANTS 



Some NAIs would 
rather risk an 

allergic reaction 
than breach 

norms of social 
interaction 

 
 

 

Asking about the 
content of food; 

questioning the food 
preparation process:  

Exercise of efficacy may 
threaten self esteem 

and/or continuity 

EATING OUT AT 
HOUSE OF 

ACQUAINTANCES 
& FRIENDS  

Clinically diagnosed 
allergies associated with 
clear largely consensual 
‘hazard template’: 

• Cause  
• Consequences,  
• No cure 
• Mild reactions in 

past no cause for 
confidence  

• Most severe 
reactions occur 
outside the home 

• AVOID THE 
ALLERGEN 

Ask about 
food content 
Check labels 
Carry 
autoinjector 



So we have argued that… 
 
The ways in which people saw and coped with 
threat to identity helps to explain the uptake of 
social representations of allergy 
 
Use of the ‘required behavioural actions’ aspect of 
the representation was variable 
 
 Identity considerations - unwanted 
distinctiveness and threats to self-esteem - 
seemed to lie at the root of variations in 
precautionary action 
 
 
 
 



What are the implications of this for risk communication? 
 
Seeking to strengthen the enactment of a largely 
unwanted identity 
• Increase sense of belonging to a community that 

require clear and confident response to queries about 
presence of allergens 

• No clear encouragement to focus on increasing efficacy 
 
A more differentiated social representation  of ‘reactions 
to food’ may also help 
• Distinguishing allergy from intolerance 

 
Focus on training and equipping food outlets to have 
practices that enable speedy accurate and confident 
responses to queries about the presence of allergens 
  



Thank you for listening 

Any questions? 

 

 

 
 

 

Julie.barnett@brunel.ac.uk 


