
Study objectives

The present study aimed at evaluating, among sportfishers, the
awareness and effects of the official public health message
concerning foodborne contaminants. The idea was to measure
the relation between the public health objectives promoted in
the communication tool and the actual use the public made of
the fish consumption Guide. The goal was thus to address the
following questions:

• Is there convergence or divergence between the risk
evaluation undertaken by environmental and public
health experts and risk perception by the users of the fish
consumption Guide?

• What factors determine this convergence or this diver-
gence?

• Is the Guide a convergence factor between the evalua-
tion of risks by sportfishers and that of the public health
experts?

• Does the Guide fulfill its intended objectives? Are there
unintended effects?

Abstinents Prudents Irreducibles
(No fish consumption) (Occasional consumption) (Regular consumption)

Identification of the risk source Convergence Convergence Convergence

Health risk evaluation Convergence Convergence Divergence
(degree of risk)

Also some over-amplification Risk is considered negligeable.
of risk Risk evaluation based on personal experience

(empirical criteria)

Compliance to recommendations Divergence Convergence Divergence
(dietary behavior)

Over-protected But not for the same reasons Non-compliant because they do not identify
(food preferences, personal evaluation themselves as a group at risk

of water and fish quality)

Judgment on the official Convergence Convergence Divergence
health message

Deep-rooted convictions, Most official perspectives are discredited,
very qualified opinions and appear non-credible. They are aware of  the

confusion between competing sources of information
(ecologists, biologists, nutritionists).

The Government’s hidden agendas are denounced
(economic interests, lack of neutrality)

Use of the fish consumption Guide Divergence Convergence Divergence

The fact that there exists a Guide is used to enhance Most «external» information is rejected
Guide constitutes for this group their awareness and

a serious indicator of the knowledge of environmental
dangers of fish consumption contamination

Results

The qualitative data can be summarized in a typology of fish consumption profiles linked to a fish consumption decision-mak-
ing model. Depending on how the sportfishers evaluate the risk to their health as well as how they react in accordance to this
understanding, three main fish consumption profiles were isolated: the abstinents, the prudents, and the irreducibles. 

In sum, it seems that awareness and use of the fish consumption Guide were both very low, and that the public health message
was rarely a factor in the decision as to whether the fish caught should be eaten or not. Rather, decision-making appeared to be
based on preconceived personal notions of risk which were supported by reinterpretations of the official public health message.

Also, the risk analysis experts and those responsible for the production of the Guide recognized deficiencies in the risk com-
munication tool (the Guide), namely in regard to its distribution, the fact that it needed constant updating to adjust to changing
environmental conditions, and that it lead to over- or under-emphasis of risks for different sportfishers (among which contradic-
tory risk perceptions can be found).

Context

Sportfishing is a very popular activity in Quebec, and is
practiced by 21% of the adult population (Laliberté and
LaRue 1999). However, during the last 20 years the
Provincial Department of Health has been informing
sportfishers of health risks associated with the overcon-
sumption of certain contaminated fish species, caught
in certain places. Risk communication takes the form of
a fish consumption Guide, a booklet distributed freely
and on a wide scale. This approach to communicating
risks through a booklet is still quite common in North
America. But since a few years, because contaminant
levels (mainly mercury) have decreased and given the
context of budget restrictions, the Departments collab-
orating in the preparation and dissemination of the
Guide (Health, Environment, Agriculture and Fisheries)
have been questioning themselves regarding the aware-
ness, use and impact of this communication tool from
the sportfishers perspective.

Acknowledgements

This project was supported financially by the Health Component of St. Lawrence
Vision 2000.

References

Guba, E.G. and Lincoln, Y.S. (1994) Fourth Generation Evaluation, Sage Publications,
Newbury Park (CA)

Laliberté, C. and LaRue, R. (1999) «La pêche récréative et la consommation de pois-
son», In Dewailly, É. et al. (eds.), Enquête santé sur les usages et perceptions du Saint-
Laurent, Centre de santé publique de Québec, Beauport, pp. 89-128

Strauss, M.A. and Corbin, J. (1994) «Grounded Theory Methodology: An Overview», In
Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research, Sage
Publications, Newbury Park (CA), pp. 273-284

Conclusion

This evaluation led to a series of recommendations, among which the need to take into account both risks and benefits when
preparing fish consumption advisories, that were proposed to the Provincial Department of Health.

The following main recommendations were operationalized:

• Distribution of the fish consumption Guide is terminated (but remains available on the Internet)
• A pamphlet was designed and co-authored by all the Provincial Departments dealing with fish consumption issues

(Fisheries, Health, Environment)
• The target population changed from sportfishers to the population in general
• Specific and up-to-date information on contaminant levels in fish is readily available on the Internet
• Dietary recommendations have been greatly simplified and are also less limiting
• The health message is now more positive and encourages fish consumption 
• Specific recommendations deal with groups at risk
• Distribution has been greatly improved
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Table 1
General Typology of Sportfishers’ Perspectives in Relation to the Experts’ Views
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Methodology

Approach

The perspective privileged in this study is that of risk commu-
nication understood as the intentional exchange and negocia-
tion of information concerning risks between different parties.
The approach adopted follows the evaluative framework sug-
gested by Guba and Lincoln (1994).

Methods

Semi-directive interviews were undertaken with experts and
representatives of the interdepartmental group responsible for
the production of the fish consumption Guide, in order to elic-
itate the main public health objectives. A series of eight focus
group interviews with sportfishers (28 men and 10 women)
were also undertaken to identify their understanding and use
of the public health messages promoted in the Guide. The
interview data were synthesized with Nud•Ist qualitative
analysis software and evaluated following the methods of
Grounded Theory (Comprehending, Synthesizing, Theorizing
and Recontextualizing, cf. Strauss and Corbin 1994).
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