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Take Away
“What do you mean ‘theory’?  

This is real life!”
Identify at least two risk communication 
theories  applicable to an environmental 
health event
Understand communication techniques that 
improve audience comprehension
Understand how message design can affect 
public perception of institutional effectiveness
Tools you can use



Reaching and 
motivating people   
to take action on   
the information    
they receive is the 
primary focus of 
CDC's 
communication 
programs.

CDC’s Communication 
Imperative



Risk Communication: 
Basic Tenets

Outrage
Trust
Effects of stress
Impact of emotional status 
on information retention



Crisis and Emergency 
Risk Communication

Crisis and emergency risk communication is 
the attempt by science or public health 
professionals to provide information that 
allows an individual, stakeholders or an entire 
community, to make the best possible 
decisions about their well-being, under nearly 
impossible time constraints, and to 
communicate those decisions, while accepting 
the imperfect nature of their choices. 

CDC, 2002



Risk Communication: Models

Risk perception model
Mental noise model
Negative dominance model
Trust determination model



Risk Perception:
Understanding Outrage

Peter Sandman
Risk = Hazard + Outrage
www.petersandman.com

Baruch Fischoff, et al
Magnitude of risk = Statistics + Perceived control

“The risks that kill you are not necessarily 
the risks that anger and frighten you.” 

Sandman, 1987

http://www.petersandman.com/


Mental Noise Impairs 
Understanding

“I just don’t know 
about these 
studies.  How are 
we ever going to 
find out?”

Dorothy McKissic, 
former Camp Lejeune resident

Tarawa Terrace, Camp Lejeune, NC

AP Photo



Negatives Outweigh Positives
The MCL for TCE is 5 
micrograms per liter (or 5 
parts per billion). The 
highest level estimated in 
Tarawa Terrace water 
was slightly over this 
standard. There should 
be no health 
consequences from 
exposures to TCE at 
these levels. 

No health consequences 
are expected from 
exposures to TCE at 
Tarawa Terrace.  The 
highest level estimated in 
Tarawa Terrace water 
was only slightly greater 
than the standard of 5 
parts per billion.



Trust is not Claimed
“I am in control here.”



Communicating 
with Impact

Audience
Expectations 
Needs 
Permission

Organization
Capabilities 
Benefits 
“Promise”

I
M
P
A
C
T



Trust is Conveyed:
“More than we can bear.”



Credibility

Credibility =  trust + expertise
Influences on credibility

Perceptions of competence and expertise
Perceptions of dedication and commitment
Perceptions of openness and honesty
Perceptions of concern and caring

Covello, 1992, 1993



Case Study: 
Diethylene Glycol Poisoning, 

Panama 2006



Tuesday, October 3, 2006
Second MINSA News Release

Key Messages
Primarily affecting patients over age 60 
who are diabetic or have renal problems
15 people have died to date
If you experience symptoms, go to the 
nearest health care center
Do not self-medicate
If you have a regular doctor’s appointment, 
keep it



More Accepted Less Accepted
Voluntary Imposed                

Individual control External control

Clear  benefit No perceptible benefit

Equal distribution Unequal distribution

Statistical Catastrophic

Confidence in the source No confidence in the source

Familiar Exotic

Risk Perception Model:
Understanding Outrage



Risk Communication: 
Trust Affects Acceptance

People judge the 
messenger before 
they judge the 
message  

Slovic, Science 1987



Credibility = Trust + Expertise
“I wish . . .”

Minister acknowledges emotional toll
“Sé que hay mucha ansiedad, muchas dudas, 
mucha confusión y falta de credibilidad (…) 
Estoy consciente de esa angustia de los 
familiares y de los panameños, pero le 
pedimos que crean que este es el 
procedimiento usual.”
Añadió que espera qu se pueda terminar esto 
“ojalá que esta semana,” pero que no quiere 
ser irresponsable en dar una fecha “y que no 
cumplamos con la misma.”



Key Messages
State the Obvious

Our first priority is to safeguard the 
health of the public.
Getting results from scientific 
investigations takes time.  We’re 
working as fast as we possibly can.
We’re working hand in hand with 
international agencies to get the best 
possible results to protect the health 
of the Panamanian community.



“No matter how much you 
communicate with people in 
a disaster, it isn’t enough.”

Patricia Owen, Former Mayor 
Grand Forks, North Dakota



What Your Publics Expect
Facts to protect 
themselves, their 
families, their pets
Ability to make well-
informed decisions 
with good information
Active, participatory 
role in response and 
recovery
Good stewardship of 
public resources
Return to normal



What Leaders Want

Decrease illness, injury, and death
Implement response and recovery plans 

efficiently and effectively
Effectively allocate limited resources
Avoid wasting resources



More than a Reporter’s Tool

What  
When
How
Who
Why
Where



5 Pitfalls to Avoid

Mixed messages
Information released too late
Paternalistic attitudes
Failure to counter rumors and   

myths in real time
Public power struggles



Avoid: Mixed Messages

Consistent, simple 
messages
Agreement among 
multiple sources
Consistency at 

multiple levels



Avoid: Slow Release 
of Information

If the government or 
other qualified official 
doesn’t provide timely 
information, someone 
else will.

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.approvedgasmasks.com/images/evo5000-mask.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.approvedgasmasks.com/top-picks.htm&h=350&w=328&sz=12&tbnid=TFrutE7FpUxKZM:&tbnh=120&tbnw=112&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dgas%2Bmask%26um%3D1&start=1&sa=X&oi=images&ct=image&cd=1


Avoid: Paternalism

Provide information 
to help the public 
reach the same 
conclusion the 
leadership has 
reached.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:John_Wayne_The_searchers_Ford_Trailer_screenshot_%2829%29.jpg


Avoid: Ignoring Rumors
Monitor media 
reports daily
Correct false 
information 
immediately



Avoid: Public Power Struggle
Remain within scope
Work to build 
alliances 
Turf wars end when 
the crisis begins



5 Steps to Follow

Implement a solid communication plan
Be the first source for information
Express empathy early and sincerely
Show competence and expertise
Remain honest and open



Act: Solid Communication Plan

Clarify 
communication 
objective
Identify audiences
Tailor messages and 
channels 
Involve 
communicators from 
the outset



Act: Be first 

The public judges 
your preparedness by 
the speed of your 
information delivery.
The first message 

people hear carries the 
greatest weight.



Act: Express Empathy
Speak from the heart
Express what you 
wish were true
Show your humanity



Act: Show Competence

You are believed competent until you 
show otherwise
Credibility = Trust + Expertise



Act: Remain Honest and Open

Information empowers your audiences
Uncertainty is more difficult to 

manage than knowing something bad
Audiences are prepared to go to 
multiple sources for information
Share your process



In Summary: Practice



In Summary: Partner



In Summary: Position

Audience
Expectations 
Needs 
Permission

Organization
Capabilities 
Benefits 
“Promise”

I
M
P
A
C
T



In Summary: Persist
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