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Risk Communication
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• Definition of Risk Communication

• Seven Cardinal Rules of Risk Communication

• Case Study

• Examples and Resources

Presentation Objectives
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“Risk communication is communication 
intended to supply audience members 
with the information they need to make 
informed, independent judgements 
about risks to health, safety, and the 
environment.”

Risk Communication Definition

4

Morgan  MG., Fischoff B., Bostrom A., Atman CJ. Risk Communication: A Mental 
Models Approach, 2002, Cambridge University Press.

Adopted by EPA in March 2021 as the definition of risk communication.
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Dr. Vincent T. Covello and Dr. Frederick W. Allen (1988) 
US Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA)

 Adapted for current presentation

https://archive.epa.gov/care/web/pdf/7_cardinal_rules.pdf

Seven Cardinal Rules of 
Risk Communication

5



7/6/2022TAB Program:  http://tab.program.uconn.edu

• People and communities have a right to participate in 
decisions that affect their lives, their property, and the 
things they value. 

• Involve the community early, before important 
decisions are made.

Rule 1

6

Accept and Involve the Public as a 
Legitimate Partner 
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• Develop clear, explicit 
risk communication 
messages 

• Pretest messages

• Train staff in 
communication skills  

Rule 2

8

Plan Carefully and Evaluate Your Efforts 
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• Reduce, reuse, recycle

• Three tests before age three (for blood lead screening)

• Boil water advisory (BWA)

• Think Green

• Shop local

• Safety First

Use Simple Messages
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(Environmental Health Resources Self-Learning Module –Risk Communication, ATSDR)

Examples:
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• Learn what people:

• Know

• Think

• Want to be done

Rule 3

10

Listen to the Public’s Specific Concerns
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• Demographics

 Age - parents of young children, senior citizens

 Cultural background, norms, values, language

 Educational level 

• Geographic location 

 Distance from brownfield site

• Additional stressors

 Health issues

 Financial burdens

 Additive stressors

Understand your Audience
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Ways to Get to Know your Audience

Round Table
Discussion

Video Chat
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Listening Skills…some Dos and Don’t’s

13

DO… DON’T…

…become aware of your own listening habits …mistake not talking for listening

…share responsibility for the communication …fake listening

…be physically attentive …interrupt needlessly

…concentrate on what the speaker is saying …pass judgement too quickly

…try to get the total meaning, including 
feelings as well as information

…make arguing an “ego-trip” by thinking 
about what you want to say next rather 
than hearing what is being said

…observe the non-verbal signals …ask too many questions

…adopt an accepting attitude toward the 
speaker

…ever tell the speaker, “I know exactly how 
you feel”

…express empathetic understanding …over react to emotional words

…listen to yourself …give advice unless it is requested

…“close the loop” of listening by taking 
appropriate action.  Actions speak louder 
than words.

…use the appearance of listening as a way of 
hiding yourself by avoiding emotional
involvement and real communication

EPA Source: “Some Dos and Don’ts of Listening”, from I Hear You, 1986 Eastwood Atwater, Prentice Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ
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7% 
Words

33% 
Vocal Tones

60% 
Facial Expression and 

Body Language
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 Objective: 

o Calculated by scientists based on research and facts

 Subjective: 

o Risk that the public perceives 

 May be increased or decreased by familiarity, dread, personal control

Risk Perception

15

Effective risk communication is based on an understanding 
that risk means different things to different people. 
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Source:  Kaci Buhl, Associate Professor of Practice Assistant Director, National Pesticide Information Center
Department of Environmental & Molecular Toxicology, Oregon State University

When professionals say “risk,” 
we’re thinking of “probability.”

Risk is measured at the population level
…percent of population impacted.

When others hear “risk,” 
they may think “danger.”

Risk is understood at the 
individual level…

will it hurt me or not?

Risk:  Probability or Danger?
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Source: https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADL657.pdf

Risk Perception

17

Reduces Increases
In person’s control Out of person’s control
Voluntary Imposed
Beneficial Not beneficial
Natural Human-made
Affects only adults Affects children
Familiar Exotic
Trusted entity Untrusted entity 
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• Introduce yourself and share your credentials.

• Don’t ask or expect to be trusted by the public. 

• If you don’t know the answer to a question, say so.  
Offer to find out the answer. 

• Share risk information as soon as possible.

Rule 4

18

Be Honest, Frank, and Open
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Trust Diagram

19

https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi/9101O1DI.PDF?Dockey=9101O1DI.PDF

TRUST
Keeping Commitment

Open Communication

Mutual Concern Long-term Perspective

Active Collaboration
Integrity

CompetenceSincerity

Consistency

Reliability
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• Determine who is best able to answer questions about 
risk by working with others.

• Develop partnerships, when applicable, with members of 
the community, organizations or governmental agencies.  

• Issue joint communications with other trustworthy 
experts, such as university scientists, trusted local 
officials, Local Health Departments, citizen advisory 
groups, community leaders, clergy or medical 
professionals. 

Rule 5

20

Work With Other Credible Sources 
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Brownfields Success Story: 
Ferrous Site, Lawrence, MA, April 2020
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The media are prime transmitters of information on 
risks to the public. 

• Prepare a limited number of factual key messages 
tailored to the needs of each type of media. 

• Try to anticipate their questions. 

• Be open with and accessible to the media. 

• Say only what you are willing to have repeated.

Rule 6

22

Meet the Needs of the Media 
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• Use simple language. 

• Avoid technical terms or jargon. 

• Be sensitive to local norms, such as speech and dress. 

• Promise only what you can do, and do what you 
promise.

Rule 7

23

Speak Clearly and with Compassion 



7/6/2022TAB Program:  http://tab.program.uconn.edu

An act to enhance citizen access to government 
information and services by stating that government 
documents issued to the public must be written clearly so 
that users can:

 Find what they need

 Understand what they find

 Use what they find to meet their needs

Plain language helps build trust.

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/

Plain Writing Act of 2010

24
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Simplified Terminology Examples

• https://www.plainlanguage.gov/

• https://tools.cdc.gov/ewapi/termsearch.html

Disease: sickness (more common); illness (less common);

Plain Language Sentence: Checking your body for cancer, even if you don't have symptoms, helps find 
sicknesses early when treatment often works best.

Dose: amount, number of times;

Plain Language Sentence: Some children 6 months through 8 years of age need the flu shot or nasal spray two 
times if they: * Are getting vaccinated for the first time * Have been vaccinated before

Facilitate: make a process easier, help, guide;

Plain Language Sentences:  Mediators, or neutrals, help create a solution that everyone is willing to accept.
People who lead groups not in the same physical place have different tools and skills to help the group do its work.

Toxic, toxigenic: poisonous

Plain Language Sentence:  Some molds can create poisons, which can make you sick, but the molds themselves 
aren't poisonous.

Surveillance: collecting or gathering of information;

Plain Language Sentence: We gather information from places where people work so we can improve worker 
safety and health.
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Risk Communication
Creating a Message Map

Case Study
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Step 1.  Identify stakeholders

Step 2.  Identify anticipated stakeholder questions and
concerns

Step 3.  Identify frequent concerns

Step 4.  Develop key messages

Step 5.  Develop supporting information

Step 6.  Conduct testing

Step 7.  Overarching Message Map

Step 8.  Delivery

Steps to Creating a Message Map

27

https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi/60000IOS.PDF?Dockey=60000IOS.PDF (page 24)
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Message Map Template

28

Stakeholder question or concern:

Key Message 1
9 words on average

Key Message 2
9 words on average

Key Message 3
9 words on average

Supporting message 1a Supporting message 2a Supporting message 3a

Supporting message 1b Supporting message 2b Supporting message 3b

Supporting message 1c Supporting message 2c Supporting message 3c

Supporting message 1d Supporting message 2d Supporting message 3d

Message map source: Covello, 2007
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Environmental Health Resources Self Learning Module

Risk Communication

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/sites/brownfields/pdfs/risk_communications-508.pdf

29
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Case Study: My School Daycare East Hampton, CT

Kenny Foscue, a Health Educator with the Connecticut State 
Department of Public Health shares this case study as an example of 
risk communication activities he routinely performs.

.

30

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/sites/brownfields/pdfs/risk_communications-508.pdf
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Day Care Center Message Map
1. Key Message 
Connecticut Department 
of Public Health has 
worked with the owner and 
operator to ensure arsenic 
in the soil will be covered
with wood chips 
to prevent exposures

Supporting information 1.1

Limited soil removal will
take place in areas with 
highest arsenic levels

Supporting information 1.2

Cleanup plan will likely 
include placing additional
layers across the entire
playground

Supporting information 1.3
After additional layers 
added, children will not be 
able to come into contact
with the soil

2. Key Message 
Children attending the 
daycare will not have 
direct contact with the 
residual arsenic
contamination in the soil

Supporting information 2.1

The playground has a layer 
of woodchips covering the
soil

Supporting information 2.3

One would need to play 
directly in the soil on a daily
basis, for several years to be 
harmed by arsenic

3. Key Message 
Children were not likely 
exposed as the daycare 
center has been open less 
than a year and during
winter children were not 
using the playground

Supporting information 3.1
A child would need to play 
directly in the soil on a 
daily basis for several 
years to be harmed by
arsenic

Supporting information 3.2

Supporting information 3.3

4. Key Message 
The lack of contact with the
soil means children will not 
be exposed to the arsenic 
in the soil

Supporting information 4.1

Supporting information 4.2

Supporting information 4.3

31

Supporting information 2.2
Owner plans to add 
additional layers of covering
such as heavy landscaping 
fabric, crushed limestone,
and woodchips
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Source:
Kaci Buhl, Associate Professor of Practice Assistant Director, National Pesticide Information Center Department of Environmental & Molecular Toxicology
Oregon State University
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The Communication Triangle

My Culture Your Culture

My Language Your Language

My Perception Your Perception

Communication Channel
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Example of a Billboard 
Promoting anti-litter initiative through EPA’s Trash-free waters grant in Mobile, AL

https://www.mobilebaykeeper.org/trashfreewaters
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https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/understanding-brownfields

Example of Factsheet
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Examples of Factsheets

https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2020-
01/documents/environmental_contaminants_often_found_at_brownfield_sites_spanish_508.pdf
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https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/docs/Know_the_Facts.pdf

38

Example of Factsheet
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Example of Factsheet

https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/docs/Know_the_Facts.pdf
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https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/understanding-brownfields

Example of Factsheet
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Example of an Infographic

https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/docs/how-to-prevent-lead-poisoning-in-children-h.pdf
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42
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/chemical-safety/infogr-he5-chemical-safety-20082019-web-spreads.pdf?sfvrsn=bff32856_11n

Example of an Infographic
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Example of an Infographic

Infographic. Mercury exposure impacts health; 2017 - PAHO/WHO | Pan American Health Organization
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Current Asthma Prevalence by Race and Ethnicity:
United States, 2001-2017

Blacks are more likely to have asthma than both Whites and Hispanics.

Percent of current asthma increased for Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics from 2001 to 2017. 

Example of a Graph

https://www.cdc.gov/asthma/most_recent_national_asthma_data.htm
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Example of Indexing and Color Coding

https://www.airnow.gov/aqi/aqi-basics/
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https://ephtracking.cdc.gov/DataExplorer/?c=6

CDC National Environmental Public Health Tracking Network

Childhood Lead Poisoning by Age of Housing

Example of Mapping: Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
Multiple layers of information can be displayed
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https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/water-
overview/pollution-causes-effects/groundwater-contamination.html

Example of a Diagram
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Social Media

US EPA  Twitter Feed

https:/twitter.com/EPA
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Example of Social Media – Facebook Page

https:/facebook.com/EPA
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https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/podcast-local-foods-local-places-harlan-ky
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https://youtu.be/UtwT1yi6l0I

https://youtu.be/1i5VFb3i20E
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https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2016-09/documents/final_final_stakeholder_forum_toolkit_8.25.2016.pdf

52

Example of Stakeholder Forum
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Technical Assistance for 
Brownfields Program

Workshops & Webinars

https://tab.program.uconn.edu/workshops
-webinars/#
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