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A photo of a home displaying several wildfire risk characteristics.

Proactive wildfire mitigation is essential for reducing wildfire risk and strengthening community resilience as 
wildfire threats continue to grow across the United States. To encourage parcel-level mitigation, wildfire 
practitioners implement programs based on their expertise and understanding of risk. Homeowners, however, 
determine whether and how to take action based on their own experiences and perspectives about risk.

A RISK GAP occurs when practitioners and homeowners perceive and understand wildfire risk differently, leading 
them to draw different conclusions about how to manage that risk.

In a new research paper, the WiRē team explores how trained assessors and homeowners perceive parcel-level 
wildfire risk differently. The study draws on WiRē’s parcel-level risk assessments with matched homeowner survey 
responses from 38 fire-prone communities across six western states to identify factors driving these differences. 
The paper shows that 59% of homeowners underestimate their overall wildfire risk relative to trained assessors 
(refer to figure in bottom right; N = 2,217). 

 RISK GAP: Homeowners and assessors often perceive the conditions of parcel risk characteristics 
differently. Additionally, homeowners frequently overlook or underestimate the wildfire risk posed 
by specific risk characteristics. Helping homeowners understand the risk factors on their property 
can improve mitigation outcomes.

Risk Perceptions: Practitioners vs. Homeowners

Considerations for practitioners
Practitioners can:

 Help homeowners recognize the specific 
property features that create wildfire risk.

 Focus communication and outreach on the risk 
characteristics homeowners may overlook or 
underestimate. For example, inform 
homeowners that flammable patio furniture or 
vegetation next to their home puts them at risk 
from wildfire events, such as ember showers.

 Communicate with homeowners that many 
wildfire mitigation efforts are within their 
control.

 Provide feedback so homeowners understand 
whether their mitigation actions meaningfully 
reduce their risk.
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Overall parcel-level wildfire risk ratings
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Example of homeowner and trained assessor perceptions of defensible space within 5 feet of the home

Risk characteristics homeowners assign 
too little importance (underestimate) or 

too much importance (overestimate)

For example, a homeowner with siding like that shown 
in the photo on the right may perceive their siding as 
low risk because the majority is noncombustible. In 
contrast, a trained assessor would see the wood siding 
as most vulnerable to ignition and assign a higher level 
of risk to that characteristic. 

Findings – Two Dimensions of the Same Risk Gap

Combustible 
wood siding

Noncombustible 
brick siding

Finding 2. Homeowners often misunderstand how much individual risk characteristics 
contribute to overall parcel-level wildfire risk.

Finding 1. Homeowners and trained assessors often perceive the conditions of parcel risk 
characteristics differently.

Differences in how homeowners perceive conditions of 
parcel risk characteristics are only part of the risk gap. 
Even when homeowners recognize specific risk 
characteristics on their parcel, they often misjudge how 
those characteristics contribute to their overall wildfire 
risk.

Underestimation: Homeowners assign too little 
importance to many high-impact risk characteristics 
when evaluating wildfire risk, including ones that 
are within their control.

Overestimation: Homeowners may assign too 
much importance on some lower-weighted 
characteristics, such as the fuel loading outside of 
their home’s defensible space (adjacent fuels), 
when assessing their wildfire risk.

Not considered: Some risk characteristics appear to 
play little or no role in homeowners’ assessment of 
their overall wildfire risk, suggesting these factors 
are often overlooked (e.g., combustible 
attachments, address posting, distance to closest 
home, driveway dimensions, slope).

Examples are based on the combined WiRē dataset. 
The largest perception gaps vary among communities.

Differences between homeowners’ and 
trained assessors’ perceptions are also 
evident in evaluations of defensible 
space within 5 feet of the home. 
Trained assessors identified nearby 
vegetation and combustibles much 
more frequently than homeowners did.

Many of the risk characteristics 
homeowners underestimate are those 
they can modify, creating an important 
opportunity for targeted communication 
and education.
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