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TERRORISM THREATS AND PREPAREDNESS IN CANADA: 
THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE CANADIAN PUBLIC

Stacey Gibson, Louise Lemyre, Mélanie Clément, Marie-Pierre L. Markon, and Jennifer E. C. Lee

Although Canada has not experienced a major terrorist attack, an increased global pending threat has put preparedness at

the top of the Canadian government’s agenda. Given its strong multicultural community and close proximity to the re-

cently targeted United States, the Canadian experience is unique. However, minimal research exists on the public’s reac-

tions to terrorism threats and related preparedness strategies. In order for response initiatives to be optimally effective, it is

important that the public’s opinions regarding terrorism and preparedness be considered. This qualitative study examined

perceptions of terrorism threats among Canadians living in Central and Eastern Canada (N � 75) in the fall of 2004.

Conceptualizations of terrorism threat, psychosocial impacts, and sense of preparedness were explored in a series of quali-

tative interviews. Findings revealed that the majority of Canadians did not feel overly threatened by terrorist attacks, due

in part to a perception of terrorist threats as related to global sociopolitical events and a positive Canadian identity. In ad-

dition, while most respondents did not feel they were individually affected by the threat of terrorism, there was some con-

cern regarding larger societal impacts, such as increased paranoia, discrimination, and threats to civil liberties. Participants’

views on preparedness focused largely on the utility of emergency preparedness strategies and the factors that could miti-

gate or inhibit preparedness at the individual and institutional levels, with a specific focus on education. Finally, the sig-

nificant relevance of these findings in shaping terrorism preparedness, both in Canada and generally, is discussed.

TERRORISM THREATS and attacks on western targets have
increased since September 11, 2001. In the fallout of

the attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Centers
in the United States, as well as the subsequent London and
Madrid bombings, speculation on future targets continues.
This has been intensified by several recent discoveries of
major planned terrorist attacks worldwide. For instance,
Canadian authorities recently arrested 17 suspects accused
of knowingly participating in a terrorist group and plotting
bomb attacks on a series of Canadian institutional targets.1

In 2005, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service
maintained that, “ . . . with the exception of the United
States, there are more terrorist groups active in Canada to-
day than in any other country in the world.”2 Moreover,
Canadians’ experience with terrorism threats is not limited
to recent events. Long before September 11, Canada expe-
rienced domestic terrorist attacks, such as the FLQ crisis in
Quebec in the late 1960s, as well as internationally related
incidents, including attacks on the Turkish Embassy in
1985 and the Iranian Embassy in 1992. In addition, several
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terrorist activities were initiated on Canadian soil, includ-
ing the bombing of an Air India aircraft traveling from
Vancouver to London, in which 329 people were killed.

The global threat of terrorism has put emergency pre-
paredness at the top of the Canadian government’s agenda,
as reflected in the creation of specialized federal depart-
ments and preparedness initiatives. However, for this re-
sponse to be optimally effective, it is important that the
public’s opinions regarding terrorism and preparedness be
considered, as perceptions of risk can affect individuals’ re-
lated decision-making strategies3,4 as well as their subse-
quent behaviors.5–8

Given its strong multicultural community and close
proximity to the U.S., Canada’s experience is a special one,
but little research exists on the public’s reactions to terror-
ism threats and preparedness strategies in Canada. In con-
junction with the present study, a nationwide survey on
Canadians’ perceptions of terrorism demonstrated that the
public was generally not concerned about the threat of at-
tacks in Canada.9 In addition, it has been found that Cana-
dians generally do not consider terrorism to be a threat to
health.10 Such findings may surely generate concern among
emergency officials and warrant further investigation.

These quantitative studies offer insight into the public’s
general attitudes and perceptions, but qualitative studies are a
useful complement in that they provide additional, specific
information about how these attitudes are formed and trans-
mitted in day-to-day life, through analysis of participants’
own statements and representations. Thus, qualitative re-
search on terrorism threats and preparedness can serve as a
powerful tool for researchers and emergency officials to fur-
ther understand how the public views these occurrences.

Similar studies elsewhere have provided extensive knowl-
edge regarding public attitudes toward the threat of and re-
sponse to attacks involving biological,11,12 chemical,13 and
radioactive14 agents. For instance, it was discovered that
peoples’ reactions to chemical and radioactive threats and
attacks often were fatalistic in nature, such that they be-
lieved that any protective action they took would be use-
less.13,14 Despite this, it was also demonstrated in all four
cited studies that the public does want to be informed
about the threats and measures that can be taken in the
event of such risks and that they would most likely turn to
the media, such as television and radio, for this informa-
tion.11–13 Knowing what the public believes is imperative so
that emergency managers can develop effective communi-
cations campaigns to help people respond to these threats.
Indeed, the importance of knowing what, and how often,
people discuss information about hazards and preparedness
has been echoed elsewhere, including a review of 50 years of
disaster research, disseminated by the Committee on Disas-
ter Research in the Social Sciences.15

These studies provide excellent insight into how individ-
uals perceive the threat of terrorist attacks and how officials

can respond effectively to the needs of the American public.
However, the distinctive identities and experiences of indi-
viduals in other countries may provide further knowledge
as to how these attitudes and perceptions are formed. Fur-
thermore, identifying these similarities and differences may
allow for the development of more targeted risk manage-
ment approaches, which may ultimately be more effective.
Thus, broadening these studies to identify similar and
unique attributes in other countries, such as Canada, merits
investigation.

The present qualitative study examined perceptions of
terrorism threats among Canadians in eastern and central
Canada. Focus group interviews were conducted to assess
individuals’ conceptualizations of possible terrorism
threats, as well as the potential manner in which these
threats affect their day-to-day lives and their opinions on
preparedness in Canada.

METHOD

Participants
Volunteer participants were recruited from the Canadian
public using a variety of methods. Notices describing the
research, with contact information, were posted in various
public areas. Electronic versions of the notice and verbal
notification of the study also were disseminated via various
community organizations across Canada. Participants were
invited to take part in a study examining Canadians’
thoughts on terrorism, and they were encouraged to share
their “ . . . concerns, views and needs regarding chemical,
biological, radiological and nuclear terrorism in Canada.”
Participants contacted the researchers using the informa-
tion on the recruitment posters. No potential volunteers
were excluded from the focus groups, provided they met
the recruitment criteria described in the posters. When
there were more volunteers than required, extra focus group
sessions were held to limit groups to fewer than 12 partici-
pants.

Groups of participants were selected to ensure a range of
opinions from Canadians in various areas, both urban and
rural. The breakdown of the seven focus groups was as fol-
lows: Interviews with groups in urban centers included a
group of younger community-college students (Ottawa,
Ontario); a group of senior citizens (Winnipeg, Manitoba);
a mixed-age group (Toronto, Ontario); a Francophone
group (Montréal, Québec); and an Asian group (Toronto,
Ontario). Interviews with groups in rural centers (nonur-
ban communities with a population under 15,000) in-
cluded an Anglophone group (Morris, Manitoba) and a
Francophone group (Hawkesbury, Ontario). With the ex-
ception of the rural groups, which were composed of only
Caucasian participants, and the Asian group, all groups
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were made up of various ethnic and racial backgrounds, in-
cluding Caucasian, black, South Asian, and West Asian/
Arab. Altogether, 75 participants were recruited to partici-
pate in the focus groups (27 males, 48 females). Each focus
group consisted of 8 to 10 participants, with the exception
of the students, who were split from a group of 24 partici-
pants into four smaller groups.

It should be noted that this sample does not generalize
nationally, given the lack of participants from western
Canada, northern Canada, and the Maritimes, and the lim-
ited number of focus groups held with people living in rural
Canada. However, as conveyed in the description of the fi-
nal sample, efforts were made to recruit participants from
various geographic, demographic, and cultural back-
grounds to collect a diverse and thorough set of viewpoints.

Interview Questions
The focus groups were guided by a series of open-ended
questions. This included questions regarding participants’
concerns about terrorism in Canada; which possible scenar-
ios concerned them the most; how they perceived the threat
to have affected themselves as well as their community;
what they had done to cope with terrorism threats and what
they had done to prepare; and their views on information
sources, key players, and emergency measures.

Procedure
The focus groups were conducted over a 1-month period in
the fall of 2004. In each focus group, the interviewer began
by briefly explaining the purpose of the study and answer-
ing any questions. Issues of anonymity and confidentiality
were discussed, and participants were told they could re-
move themselves from the study at any time without reper-
cussion. Moreover, the interviewer explained that disclo-
sure with regard to any of the interview questions was
completely voluntary and that all opinions were welcomed,
with no right or wrong answers. Participants then read and
signed a consent form and answered a short demographic
questionnaire. The focus group sessions lasted between 2
and 3 hours. The interviews were tape recorded and later
transcribed. All identifying information was removed from
the transcripts. 

The procedures followed to obtain results for this study
were drawn from a modified conceptualization of
Grounded Theory.16 The approach involves open, creative
examination and interpretation of data, while using one’s
experience to recognize, rather than guide, the various
properties and dimensions of the emerging phenomenon;
these related concepts are then grouped into categories.
Next, category data are linked to their relevant subcate-
gories, which describe the context and consequences related
to the phenomenon under study. It is through these two
coding techniques that the phenomenon is understood.16,17

Following from the techniques and considerations de-
scribed above, the interviews were independently analyzed
by one of the researchers (SG), who made conscious efforts
to openly recognize the emerging concepts related to the
phenomenon, as experienced by the participants. The inter-
views were then reviewed and coded again using the grid, to
ensure the concepts were appropriate when applied to the
original statements.

In qualitative research, several criteria can be employed to
judge the trustworthiness and rigor of results.18 One such
model, as presented by Lincoln and Guba,19 points to the
importance of establishing credibility, transferability, de-
pendability, and confirmability. For this study, credibility
was established by consulting researchers in different fields
of study, as well as key informants with expertise in emer-
gency preparedness. Transferability of the results was main-
tained through exhaustive definitions and descriptions of
the data, to ensure ease of application in both academics and
policy. The study’s dependability was enhanced by means of
the dense description of procedures and processes presented
in this methodology. Finally, confirmability was established
by having an external researcher review the progression of
data collection and analysis and substantiate the validity of
the steps taken and subsequent findings. In addition, inter-
rater reliability was established by having a second researcher
(MM) recode 10% of the data, to further ensure the robust-
ness of the steps taken and subsequent findings.

RESULTS

The analyses of the transcriptions and subsequent develop-
ment of the coding grid indicated the emergence of four
distinct yet related themes in Canadians’ perceptions of ter-
rorism threats: (1) the concept of terrorism, (2) the so-
ciopolitical context, (3) outcomes/consequences, and (4)
implications for preparedness. A visual representation of
these emergent themes is presented in Figure 1. As repre-
sented in the model, sociopolitical context and the concept
of terrorism are related topics. These two themes contextu-
alize and moderate how Canadians perceive terrorism
threats; thus, their interaction has some impact on the out-
comes and consequences of these threats and their implica-
tions for preparedness.

Sociopolitical Context
The concept of terrorism and terrorism threat was framed
unmistakably in a sociopolitical context. Given the time-
frame of the interviews, it should be noted that the so-
ciopolitical climate was somewhat different from the cur-
rent one. Nonetheless, the views expressed by the
participants reflected long-standing, presently relevant so-
ciopolitical orientations. Specifically, opinions regarding
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the presence or absence of threats revolved mainly around
issues of national identity and international politics, giving
insight into Canadians’ perceptions of the precursory and
motivating factors of terrorism threat. With regard to
Canadian identity, the majority of respondents felt that
Canada projects an image of a peaceful, diplomatic country
and that this protects us from harm. Many statements were
made suggesting that “Canada is not a likely target.” As one
respondent explained,

Canada has a reputation—has always had—for ap-
peasement and diplomacy and making people more
comfortable with others around the world, and we
are recognized as such anywhere in the world right
now. We have never been considered, and that’s one
of the things why I feel outside terrorists will not 
really affect Canada, because if it did, I think there
would be an outcry from a lot of nations . . . we are
considered to be the good guys very often.

In addition, Canada’s dedication to multiculturalism was
a main tenet of Canadian identity: “We embrace diverse
faiths and races and cultures.” While some thought this at-
tribute helped protect us by improving our world image,
other respondents felt that this was becoming more of a
problem than a protective factor:

There’s this residue of tension between this fabric of
Canadian diversities. . . . It’s breaking down that

multiculturalism because certain communities are
going at each other with their points of view of
what’s happening across the world.

In fact, some respondents were more concerned about
terrorists using Canada’s multicultural image for their ben-
efit: “I think that’s one of the concerns that as general
Canadians, that our perception internationally has been
perceived as a place where terrorists are hiding and doing
operations and things.” Despite these concerns, most re-
spondents felt that terrorism was not something that has
happened in Canada, and thus they did not feel any immi-
nent threat of an attack.

The focus on national identity as a mitigating factor of
terrorism threat was extended to the rest of the world in the
category of international politics. There was a strong focus
on the effect of international involvement, whether politi-
cally driven or for economic gain; this was seen by many re-
spondents as a main source of tension between countries
and a precursor of terrorist threat and attacks: “We tend to
use our economic power to try and influence the govern-
ments, to influence their economies, to influence the way
they’re thinking, and I think that’s what creates that envi-
ronment. . . . ” Other sources of conflict, such as religious
differences, ethnic conflict, and extremism, were also seen
as factors, though to a lesser extent:

Well, I would say that that is probably a fairly major
factor, the role of the United States in the world af-

Figure 1. Visual representation of emerging themes related to terrorism threats in Canada
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fairs at the moment. But I think it’s too simplistic to
say that’s the only reason for terrorists, and I do think
that there is a fundamentalist revival in the Islamic
world.

As reflected in the previous comment, specific attention
was given to the Middle East, Muslim nations, and the
United States as key players in the development of the
modern threat of terrorism. In turn, Canada’s proximity to
the United States, both geographically and economically,
was an important consideration for many respondents. As
one participant noted, “I think about it happening in the
States and affecting us.”

The Concept of Terrorism
The phenomenon of terrorism itself was difficult to define
for participants, and when asked what they first thought
when they heard the word, responses included “attack,”
“death,” “mass destruction,” “something big,” “senseless
acts of violence,” “no control,” “George Bush,” and “the
Middle East.” The phenomenon was found to be conveyed
through statements regarding the characteristics of terrorism
and terrorists; the scope, including the history of terrorism
threats; and statements about specific types of events.

Characteristically, attributes emerged that distinguished
terrorism from other types of aggressive conflict. The most
salient topic was the creation of fear, terror, or panic. For
instance, one respondent noted that the goal of terrorism
was to “ . . . scare a lot of people and kill quite a few. . . .
Terror. I mean, terror is the point.” Many respondents also
focused on the innocence and pervasiveness of the victims:
“I think of death, and I think of the death of innocent peo-
ple. For me, it is unjust; something which one cannot un-
derstand; something incomprehensible. It causes hurt, it
destroys families, it destroys countries.” However, while
there was some consensus that the attacks were most often
aimed at innocent victims, other respondents argued that
the terrorists themselves were acting in desperation, to ef-
fect some change. One respondent suggested:

Basically the causes of terrorism are dissatisfaction
and, in turn, the dissatisfaction which is then fuelled
by political and religious beliefs or fanaticism which
is then used by the leadership to create the weapon.
. . . But the dissatisfaction only happens because
there is a very large group of de-franchised [sic] peo-
ple in the world.

Indeed, there was some debate over where the distinction
between war and terrorism lies, and, despite extensive dis-
course in a few of the focus groups, it was apparent that
there is no consensus on this topic. Generally, while it was
agreed that the overall goal of terrorism was fear, partici-

pants were largely unable to reach a consensus regarding the
classification of “terrorists” and of specific “terrorist acts.”

While the categorization of recent events as terrorist at-
tacks was inconsistent, participants had a clear conceptual-
ization of how terrorism threats are capable of creating fear,
even among Canadians. As previously mentioned, the ma-
jority of respondents agreed that a terrorist attack was not
likely in Canada. However, participants generally agreed
that terrorist attacks are unpredictable, and there was con-
sensus that terrorism can take many forms. As one respon-
dent noted, “Anyone can do it, anytime, anyplace, any-
where.” In concordance with this, the most probable types
of attacks suggested by the respondents throughout the fo-
cus groups were widespread and diverse.

However, the main concern was for attacks involving bi-
ological agents, mainly because it is a novel threat that indi-
viduals feel the government is unprepared to counter. For
instance, one respondent stated, “I would say biological, on
my list, biological because of the fact that it does seem to be
that you can send biological weapons by mail, that one of
the things that can cover the country, we can saturate cur-
rency in it and it can spread across.” 

By contrast, there were mixed opinions regarding the
likelihood of other types of attacks, such as those of a nu-
clear or chemical nature. In addition, many respondents
noted their concern over attacks on infrastructure, technol-
ogy, and communications, as well as the effect of “hoaxes”
as a method of spreading fear: “I think the one I feel most is
the psychological one.” This sentiment was illustrated with
the example of the early anthrax scares in 2001: “The an-
thrax thing—the fear that spread, and it was a very small
thing, really, that spread a lot of fear.”

Despite the fact that Canadians’ attention to terrorism is
largely peripheral, many respondents acknowledged its
prevalence in the world and throughout history. One par-
ticipant asserted, “I think it’s existed from day one.” It was
clear, however, that many respondents viewed the recent at-
tacks on Western targets as a change in the scope of terror-
ism in the world: “ . . . before it was maybe localized,
whereas now they’re getting everybody involved.” As one
participant noted, the attacks of September 11 were some-
thing that “ . . . is so global. . . . Like that event affected
every country in every way, and that event was really inter-
national.” Thus, while kept at arm’s length, the threat of
terrorism was generally conceptualized as a fact of life for
Canadians as well.

Outcomes and Consequences 
of Terrorism
The impact of terrorism threats, as perceived by the respon-
dents, was largely focused on two areas: individual effects
and societal effects. Whereas the majority of respondents
did not feel they had been affected individually, some did

TERRORISM THREATS AND PREPAREDNESS IN CANADA

138 Biosecurity and Bioterrorism: Biodefense Strategy, Practice, and Science



reveal that the threat of terrorism had affected their
thoughts and behaviors. Moreover, there were many who
voiced their concerns over the societal effects of the threat
and the response by Canada to this threat. 

As previously mentioned, the majority of the participants
did not feel that they had been affected by the threat of ter-
rorism. When asked if the threat had affected them person-
ally, statements such as “Well, generally I feel safe,” and
“Not personally, not on a personal level,” and “It doesn’t
even really affect me in my day-to-day living” were com-
mon. That said, impacts were presented by some individu-
als that revolved around affective reactions such as fear,
paranoia, and anger, as reflected in the following comment: 

You get more paranoid, for one thing. You’re more
paranoid about going out in certain situations. Every
time there is like even a SARS breakout or something
like that, the first thing you think is: oh, my God,
there is another terrorist attack or something like
that. It’s like simple things in our life now have
changed, interrupted. Going to school, certain
groups of people you’ve been hanging out with or
something like that. . . . You’re scared that they
might possibly be terrorists or they might be influ-
enced by a terrorist group.

In addition, some respondents noticed changes in their be-
havior, such as avoiding certain public gatherings. One re-
spondent described a change in plans to travel to the
United States:

It’s like I wanted to go to the Republican convention,
but what happened was my family said no to it be-
cause they said that if I go to a Republican conven-
tion, there might be a terrorist act and everything, so
it puts a damper onto that thing, or some things,
some major event that only happens like once in a
lifetime that you really want to see.

While some respondents avoided certain places, others
acknowledged that they had changed their behavior around
members of certain ethnic and religious backgrounds; this
consisted largely of being conscious of any potentially of-
fensive language and avoiding discussion of controversial is-
sues. As one respondent noted, “You become very sensitive
towards where everybody stands and where viewpoints are
and their opinions, so as to . . . avoid topics like this.”

Unlike the opinions regarding individual impacts, most
respondents did feel that terrorism events and terrorism
threats had affected Canadian communities and society as a
whole. Some respondents stated that they believed that we
had become more paranoid as a society as a result of this
threat. In addition, some voiced apprehension regarding
the potential loss of our personal freedoms in an attempt to

increase security in Canada. For example, one participant
noted, “ . . . with the whole fear that’s attached to terrorism,
it feels like, at least to me, North America has got very dras-
tic measures as a reaction to fear. So for me, I have concerns
with that to what measures will we take.” Specifically, pri-
vacy issues were a major concern: 

I think . . . another concern is like, you know, what
kind of information is being . . . personal identifica-
tion, information of Canadians are being controlled
by whom? And who has access to those information
as individuals? You know, there’s privacy issues. So I
know there’s a national security issue that we have to
take care of, but at the same time, who in the govern-
ment, which department, which authority has those
access? With that, I think that’s one thing that’s of
concern for all.

There was also considerable concern over cultural tension
rising as a result of the threat, as well as the possibility of in-
creased discrimination and segregation of some minority
groups. Comments like “I think it racialized [sic] society as
well. It racialized [sic] terrorists,” and “I think it’s more a
racial and religious profiling that’s going on” were com-
mon. Indeed, incidents of profiling and racial targeting
were recounted. As one respondent commented:

I’m not that kind of person, I can treat everyone
equally, but I find that right after September 11th, it
was pretty terrible, because people were suspicious at
everyone Muslim, and everyone Middle Eastern—
even people who looked that . . . like Italians were
getting, like, harassed and beaten. And in Calgary I
think or in Edmonton there was a . . . he was Sikh I
think . . . he was killed. And he wasn’t Muslim. And
I think that it’s just terrorism that just leads to more
violence, you know, it leads to more hatred, more
racism.

However, while the majority of the collective outcomes
discussed were negative, some respondents acknowledged
some positive impacts that the increased awareness of ter-
rorism and terrorism threats had on Canadians. Some re-
spondents suggested that terrorism brought victims to-
gether, and others discussed the increase in awareness of
world events and other cultures. For instance, one partici-
pant thought that it

. . . made us more aware of the other religions, you
know, like sometimes you just live like with your
group and with your religion and you do that and I
mean . . . it made me more aware of the Muslim cul-
ture and Islam . . . which I think . . . it’s a good thing
you know . . . that we’re all . . . we’re coming together
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and learning about each other so you know maybe to
prevent something happening like this from hatred.

Implications for Preparedness
From the comments made regarding the context and out-
comes of terrorism, certain themes emerged that pertained
to preparedness in reaction to terrorism threats. These
themes were subsequently grouped into three subcategories:
effectiveness, referring to the utility and best methods for
preparedness; facilitation, which included what had or
would motivate the respondents to prepare, what they have
done in the past, and what they would plan to do in the
event of a terrorist attack, including where they would seek
information; and needs, referring to what the respondents
wanted from officials to be better prepared for the threat.

Regarding the effectiveness of preparing, most participants
did not feel that attempting to prepare for terrorism was a re-
alistic goal. Throughout the interviews, it was common to
hear remarks such as, “Well, I don’t think there is really
much we can do,” and “You know that sometimes there’s
just absolutely nothing you can do so why worry?” Indeed,
the unpredictable nature of terrorist attacks led many partic-
ipants to question the feasibility of individual preparedness: 

How do you really prepare for it? Like, seriously.
Like do we know how they’re going to attack? Not a
clue. So do we get ready for a chemical warfare? Ra-
diological warfare? Nuclear warfare? Like I mean,
how do you prepare for so many options that in so
many ways, ways that we haven’t even thought of,
how they can attack? How can you prepare for every
possible thing? You can’t.

Moreover, some participants felt that excessive attempts to
prepare could lead to adverse reactions, such as paranoia
and panic, or conversely, apathy. As one participant noted,

And it’s also about how many times you hear it. How
many times can the boy cry wolf kind of thing? If
there’s always going to repeatedly alert, alert, alert,
alert . . . I was at a friend’s building and then the fire
alarm goes on, and instead of evacuating the build-
ing, my friend was like, “No, don’t worry, this hap-
pens all the time.”

In light of the respondents’ opinions on the utility of pre-
paredness, it was not surprising that the overwhelming ma-
jority of participants had not done anything, as individuals,
to prepare for terrorism. A few respondents did note that
they kept a few standard emergency supplies, such as can-
dles and canned food: “We stock our basement pantry, and
we’ve got enough stuff for about a week.”

However, when asked what they would do in an emer-

gency situation, the responses were varied. Some respon-
dents, particularly among those in large urban centers, said
that they would flee suspicious areas: “Well, that’s the first
thing you do, so they tell you run out of the city, run far
away from the city as possible, as fast as possible from a ter-
rorist attack.” However, many participants said that they
would seek out information before acting: 

The first thing I think would make sense is to try to
be informed, what happened and why and what
would be the cause of it? I don’t know, if you’re not
informed, then how can you react, right?

This reservation to act in haste was also connected to feel-
ings of uncertainty:

See, and I wouldn’t assume at all that I would know
what to do. My whole point is that I have no idea
what to do. I just have to listen and get some guid-
ance. That’s why I said what I’d do is have a cup of
tea and cookie. I have no idea what to do.

Sources of planned information seeking were largely di-
rected at popular media outlets, including television, inter-
net, newspaper, and radio. Respondents generally felt that
the source would depend on the circumstances: 

Yes, radio would be first. Telephone lines would be
pretty plugged. You probably wouldn’t get through
the telephones. The radio’s only, it seems to me, the
reasonable possibility.

When asked who they would like to hear from, responses
were varied. For instance, some respondents in urban areas ex-
pected to hear from national authorities, while rural partici-
pants were likely to turn to local officials for information:

You would automatically go to your mayor or reeve
because they run the town, right? So, you go to them
for directions. . . . I think that it’s the mayor’s re-
sponsibility to be educated . . . to be able to tell your
500 or 5,000 people that live in your town what
they’re supposed to do. And if he doesn’t know that
information, then he needs to go find it because
someone has to be in charge of these 5,000 people or
there’s chaos, right? So if it can’t be the reeve or the
mayor, then he needs to delegate someone. If it’s af-
ter the fact and he can’t do it, then he’s going to have
to put someone else in charge, but ultimately some-
one has to be in charge.

What was clear throughout the interviews was that the
source of information needed to be competent: “Who
would you like to hear from? The person who knows the
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answer.” Subsequently, most respondents said that they
would be willing to follow emergency directives provided to
them. Generally, respondents agreed that they would trust
official information being delivered in a crisis situation, re-
gardless of the source:

Did I trust you before this? Who cares? It’s crazy out
there. Am I trusting you now? Yes, because you’re sit-
ting there and you’re going okay, this is what you
need to do. . . . Is it a matter of trust or not trust? At
that moment, I don’t think people are going to care.
I think they just want someone to tell them what to
do because we won’t know. . . . You’re telling me
what to do, I’m going to do it, because if that’s what’s
going to save my family, I will do it.

However, many respondents noted that they would not
blindly follow directives without giving them careful con-
sideration. As one respondent noted, “I would evaluate
them carefully. I don’t always follow directions. I have to
think about them to see that they make sense to me.”

The emphasis on both the appropriateness of the emer-
gency messages and the credibility of the message source
was reflected in the tepid overall confidence that partici-
pants revealed they had in government emergency manage-
ment. Most participants stated that they were unsure of
Canada’s ability to prepare for and respond to terrorist
threats, should they be an issue: “The Canadian govern-
ment . . . they haven’t done enough to basically do any-
thing.” Others felt that perhaps the government did have a
plan in place but that such plans had not been shared with
the public: “But it’s not information that should be secret;
it’s information that will help me—it’s not something that
they should be keeping secret, because it’s me that they’ll be
helping at the end of the day.”

Conversely, the vast majority of participants had faith in
the ability and competence of emergency responders:

If you’re talking of paramedics, firefighters, all police
officers, military—they’re all in a mindset to always
be as prepared as possible for any kind of situation.
So, of course, we’re going to look for them and look
towards them, that they’re going to be telling us the
truth.

It remained clear throughout the interviews that govern-
ment emergency officials and first responders were regarded
differently in terms of their ability to respond effectively.

Despite the common assumption that one could not 
really prepare for a terrorist attack, the respondents did 
discuss areas of concern where increased preparedness could
be achieved. For instance, many participants desired
changes and improvements related to existing infrastruc-
ture. Examples included integrated first response efforts,

“to set something that’s centralized . . . in terms of just 
deployment of police and firemen and stuff like that; just
the mobilization of those forces.” There was also consider-
able interest in the development of universal communica-
tion strategies, such as “alarm systems” and a “specific 
station for Canada with a specific untouched and untouch-
able frequency range.” These measures were considered to
be accessible in all circumstances: “I think one of the things
that we actually should prepare for terrorism is to try to get
some sort of infrastructure that if, you know, the power
goes out again, everybody’s accessing information so we
know what’s going on.”

However, it should be noted that several participants
were concerned about inappropriate levels of preparedness
and the potential for causing paranoia in the community:
“Would you like to [have] the . . . system where they have
the red, green, yellow, different lights with what the terror
threat is today? I think that’s an awful way to live. Oh my
God, it’s red. I better not go outside today.” While partici-
pants appreciated improvements that could be made in
emergency preparedness, the focus was on moderation: 
“ . . . if it consumes your daily life, then it’s going to change
the way Canada is, and honestly, I wouldn’t want Canada
to change the way it is.”

Although protective preparedness activities were dis-
cussed, participants felt they could most benefit from edu-
cation on preparedness. This included information on
emergency procedures, as reflected in one participant’s
comments:

I think just do their best to educate. I know that’s
probably the most important thing . . . try to do
something to educate people on situations like this.
Would New York have handled their situation differ-
ent had they been educated? Who knows? Again,
hindsight is 20/20. And can we be more prepared
even in knowing what to do? Not necessarily, but I
think we’d have a little edge on knowing somewhat
what to do in the event of a national catastrophe like
this. . . . So yes, to give us some pointers, to give us
ideas, I think that would be a great idea.

It was also suggested that consideration must be given to
people with special needs:

You have to keep in mind the public good, because
there’s a lot of people who aren’t like you, who don’t
have a clue, who wouldn’t know what to do, who
would be needing guidance, and I don’t think we
should forget to think about them in whatever is be-
ing set up.

In addition, many respondents thought Canadians
needed education to respond to the social issues related to
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culturally based crises. Specifically, many respondents ex-
pressed concern about the danger terrorist threats pose to
Canada’s multicultural society and how the multicultural-
ism itself might be a source of conflict:

We embrace diverse faiths and races and cultures,
and I think in some ways, I think it starts within our
own backyard in the sense that, you know, education
system wise, we have to start doing more cultural sen-
sitivity and faith sensitive education within public
schools. . . . We have so many new immigrants com-
ing into, especially in Toronto. . . . Everybody had
their own cultural baggage from different countries
and they are going at each other. On one hand
they’re trying to deal with their cultural baggage, but
at the same time, they’re trying to adapt and you
know, sustain, you know, some of life in Canada,
sort of saying there’s always contrast, a contradiction
between those cultures. So perhaps it’s one of the
more important things that Canada should look into,
how we can probably make this process easier.

Thus, while most participants did not prepare themselves
for terrorism, and even questioned the effectiveness of such
strategies, it remained that many believed that education, in
response to actual threats and related outcomes, was worth-
while.

DISCUSSION

This qualitative analysis of these Canadians’ perceptions re-
garding terrorism threats and events offers important in-
sights that can be used to guide future endeavors by emer-
gency researchers and practitioners alike. This research did
not include participants from western provinces or from
the eastern maritime provinces; given the regional divisions
of sociopolitical ideologies across Canada, further research
into similarities and differences of national subpopulations
could enhance the results provided in this study. However,
the results of this study are supported by the subsequent na-
tional survey conducted by Krewski and colleagues,10 and
these results still provide a legitimate snapshot of how many
Canadians perceive terrorist threats in Canada.

The message that prevailed throughout the interviews
was that Canadians overall were not significantly concerned
about the threat of terrorism. This was subsequently con-
firmed in a national representative survey.9 This finding
provides an interesting contrast to the views expressed by
Americans since the attacks of 2001 and Londoners follow-
ing the bombings of 2005, which demonstrated an increase
in perceived threat.5,8,20 We can theorize that higher per-
ceived threat would result from being direct targets of such
attacks; nonetheless, it was surprising to discover that

Canadians generally did not sense this threat was an im-
mediate danger on their side of the border. Whereas 
geographical proximity to the U.S. was apparent to 
Canadians, a more figurative distance in terms of interna-
tional relations was considered to be a buffer against any
impending threat.

Despite the fact that the participants did not feel imme-
diately threatened, preparedness in Canada remained a
complex issue. Individual preparedness was largely consid-
ered to be unnecessary or infeasible; the fatalism expressed
by many participants was similar to earlier studies exploring
concerns about chemical and radioactive materials.13,14 De-
spite this, most participants indicated that they wanted to
know officials were prepared and wanted to be informed as
to which measures were being considered and endorsed in
the event of a future threat. Such findings suggest that
Canadians may largely depend on the government to pro-
vide information and assistance in the event of a terrorist
attack. This reliance on government preparedness has been
demonstrated with similar hazards, as reported by Lindell
and Perry in their review of household adjustment to earth-
quake hazard.21

While this is not an unreasonable expectation, outcomes
of past emergencies such as natural disasters—as seen in
New Orleans with Hurricane Katrina, as well as the 2005
earthquake in India and Pakistan—underline the value of
individual preparedness as well. Certainly, the literature on
risk communication emphasizes the importance of making
the public an active participant in its own safety, through
partnerships with related institutional efforts.22 In response,
the Canadian government has been promoting public par-
ticipation in preparedness as part of their emergency man-
agement strategies, as exemplified by recent public educa-
tion campaigns (e.g., “72 hours . . . Is your family
prepared?”).23

Nevertheless, motivating individuals to take prepared-
ness into their own hands also requires that the government
seriously consider the public’s perceptions regarding terror-
ism threats, since perception of risk can have an impact on
the decision-making strategies and behavior of individu-
als.3,5–8,24 For instance, as discussed by Neuwirth and col-
leagues,6 perceptions of hazard severity, threat likelihood,
and response efficacy have an effect on protection behavior
intention. While the Canadian government views terrorism
as a serious threat, the public does not, so most participants
had not taken measures to prepare for a terrorist event.
Such discrepancies in risk judgments between experts and
the public are not uncommon; thus, it is imperative that
governments understand and consider the public’s perspec-
tive on such issues to facilitate an effective response.25,26

Related to this point is the emphasis that participants
placed on the need for more education on terrorism threats
and preparedness. This is encouraging, as such education
could increase individuals’ response efficacy (i.e., their per-
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ceived ability to protect themselves through action) and
thereby diminish the overwhelming sentiment that partici-
pants share: that there is no point in preparing. Indeed, the
benefit of response efficacy on facilitating precautionary ac-
tion has been demonstrated with other risks6 and crisis situ-
ations, such as floods.26

Furthermore, despite their skepticism regarding any
pending attacks, respondents conveyed their desire to react
effectively to these threats, and many confirmed that they
would seek out information in the event of an attack. In
similar qualitative studies regarding the communication of
chemical and biological threats, most participants reported
that they would get their information from broadcast me-
dia, such as television and radio.11–13 A few of these studies
also reported on the respondents’ desire to receive these
facts in a clear and simple manner.13,14 Nevertheless, many
of the respondents stated that this information would first
be scrutinized to ensure that the details made sense and
were relevant; this reflects similar reactions to a nuclear
power accident, as studied by Mileti and Peek.27

Concern over preparedness issues was not limited to the
feasibility and efficacy of preparedness strategies. Some re-
spondents acknowledged that these events had caused them
to become more paranoid about people and places that
could be somehow connected to terrorist threats; other re-
spondents suggested that societal paranoia was increasing in
reaction to both the threat and response. This stigmatiza-
tion has been reported in similar research exploring the so-
cial amplification of risk.28 Associated with this outcome
was a reported concern over the impact of potential terror-
ism events and responses on the sociopolitical climate in
Canada and, more specifically, threats to privacy and hu-
man rights; several comments were made regarding the in-
creased discrimination toward targeted minorities. Again, if
emergency officials want to effectively promote prepared-
ness in Canada, these concerns must be allotted legitimate
consideration. This is especially salient in the context of
Canada, which has a strong multicultural make-up.

The results of this study offer compelling insight into
how some groups of Canadians perceive the threat of ter-
rorism and the feasibility of related preparedness. However,
significant developments have taken place in the past sev-
eral months that may have affected some of the views pre-
sented here. Given the recent high-profile arrests made in
response to potential attacks on Canadian soil and the re-
cent change in Canadian leadership (e.g., a ruling Conserv-
ative government that demonstrates less neutrality on the
world stage), it would be interesting to contrast these find-
ings with more current public perceptions. Such a compar-
ison could demonstrate whether these events have nar-
rowed the disparity in perceived threat between Canadians
and Americans. Furthermore, it would provide an indica-
tion of how issues such as personal experiences and interna-
tional self-perceptions contribute to the dynamic sociopo-

litical interactions that help shape perceptions of terrorism
threats and attacks.

Political context, both historically and in the present, is
an important consideration when interpreting public per-
ceptions of terrorism threats. While the scope of this study
was limited to people’s perceptions of current government
and individual preparedness, as well as perceptions of the
hazard itself, future researchers may benefit from further
considering and incorporating elements of historical and
current political context. For instance, the relative appro-
priateness in magnitude of previous responses to terrorist
incidents may influence individuals’ perceptions of the rel-
evance of both present threats and responses. Given the
politicized nature of terrorist activities, an investigation of
perceptions of terrorism threat in the context of relevant
political backgrounds would help to further shape our
knowledge, both in Canada and abroad.

Nonetheless, in the context of the present study, it is ap-
parent that Canadians living in eastern and central Canada
have an interesting conceptualization of terrorism threats and
events. A legitimate effort must be made on the part of emer-
gency officials to understand these perceptions and align in-
dividual and institutional needs. Additionally, providing
practical education on how to prepare emotionally and phys-
ically, as well as promoting existing services and sources of in-
formation, is an important first step in the engagement of
public participation. Emergency management approaches
designed around such considerations may not only more ef-
fectively address the public’s needs; they also have the poten-
tial to substantially enhance the nation’s overall response to,
and recovery from, terrorism threats and attacks.28
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