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Recent reporting of a perceived “cluster” of brain tumours within a defined workplace in Melbourne resulted in significant public concern, media discussion, social action, and both social and financial costs. Media reports strongly linked these events with a later apparent cluster of cases of breast cancer reported in a Brisbane workplace. Taking as its starting point the view that an individual’s own understanding of risk goes beyond a technical assessment of hazards to include the social and cultural experience of both the individual and society itself, this case study will appraise the utility of the Social Amplification of Risk Framework (SARF) (Kasperson et al., 1988) to both describe the dimensions of these “risk events” and to give insights into future risk communication strategies, risk management and policy direction. The SARF model uses the communication metaphor of risk signals that undergo social “amplification” and “attenuation” to describe a hazard event and its consequences. The SARF framework therefore requires that the results of content and thematic analysis are placed within the social, cultural and technological context of the society in which it occurs.
Risk events (perceived cancer clusters) and their impacts will be mapped in their context using the layering method (Breakwell & Barnett, 2003) within the SARF framework. Media text and transcripts of semi-structured interviews with key informants and purposively sampled focus groups will be subjected to an analysis of content, using both inductive and deductive approaches (Lupton, 1994), to identify themes arising from the text, and the ways in which the event is framed. Analysis will be managed within the NVivo 7 software.

Eligible articles related to the clusters will be identified by a full textual search of Australian print media sources for relevant key words from two electronic media databases (Factiva and Proquest ANZ Newstand) for the time period 1st May 2006 to October 31st 2006. Primary interest articles are those directly related to the perceived clusters, and secondary interest articles are those that formed part of the background context of the events. Hard copies of all selected articles will be examined by one coder in two ways. A one page coding schema will be used to describe the prominence of placement, images associated with the article, media framing and slant. A hierarchical coding schema based on key concepts associated with cancer clusters and the SARF model will be developed to identify themes within the text, and themes that emerge from the data itself.

