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News Media 

• The competition for declining audiences leads even the 

most respected news organizations to resort to 

hyperbole, sensationalism, and shallowness. Stories too 

often have to create visceral emotions of fear, 

uncertainty, doubt or outrage–whereas the truth 

frequently is far more complex. 

 

• This is one of the key drivers in the remarkable decline 

of trust in our nation. The public doesn’t trust big 

companies, CEOs, government agencies and certainly 

not Congress. But trust is lowest, ironically, in the news 

media. 

 



 

 

 

“It shouldn't be left to reporters to 

embarrass the military brass into taking 

care of the families who sacrifice for our 

country. 

 

It shouldn't require a TV camera exposing 

unsafe living conditions for soldiers’ and 

seamen’s children to prompt promises of 

help from the government.   

 

But once again, complaints from military 

members about poor treatment fell on deaf 

ears until a reporter – this time from WTKR 

– broadcast the outrage weeks ago.” 



President’s Cancer Panel Annual 

Report for 2008-2009 

• 1.5 million new cases of cancer are diagnosed each year 

• > 500k Americans die of cancer each year 

• Societal cost is nearly a quarter trillion dollars 

• Report falsely focused on chemicals in the environment 

• Epidemiological consensus - primary causes of cancer 

are tobacco, obesity, infections, radiation, stress and 

lack of physical activity 

• Leaves about 4% of cancers caused by toxins, 

contaminants and pollution 



“Risk Communication may well 
be the central science for public 
health in the 21st century” 

 
- Ed Baker, MD, Assistant U.S. Surgeon General 

 

- Opening remarks in CDC, Dec. 6 2001 satellite 
broadcast “Risk Communication and Bioterrorism” 



What is Risk Communication? 

“A science-based approach for 

 communicating effectively in … 

   high concern, 

 
   low trust, 

 
    sensitive, or 

 
     controversial situations”  
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What is Risk Communication? 

 Planning and executing communications 

with any stakeholder, internal or 

external, on any issue that can impact 

your mission.  This includes crisis and 

non crisis situations. 

 

This requires significant communication 

skills. 

 

   

http://www.navy.mil/swf/mmu/mmplyr.asp?id=14838
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 What are the Goals of Risk 

Communication?  

Increase Knowledge & Understanding 

 

Enhance Trust & Credibility 

 

Resolve Conflict 

Spin 



Trust and Credibility 

Without them, your words are empty 

TRUST 
• Based on your approach, manner, style, position 

• Affected by past influences, experiences 

• Built over time 

 

CREDIBILITY 
• Takes less time to earn than ‘trust’ 

• Can be issue-specific 

• Based on your expertise, experience and integrity 

 
EMPATHY AND CONCERN FOR THE AUDIENCE 

 



Spin:  

 

 

“…making things appear to 

be that which they are not.”   

  

 

Spin 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0767908481/ref=sib_dp_pt


                                         

       

 

Controlling the message 

“I triple guarantee you, there 
are no American soldiers in 
Baghdad.” 

 

“Lying is forbidden in Iraq.” 

 

“I speak better English than 
this villain Bush.” 

 

“We will kill them all.... most of 
them.” 

 

Iraqi Minister of 

Information 



Health & Environmental Risk 

Communication 

• NAF Atsugi Incinerator 

• NAS Fallon Cancer Cluster 

• MCB Camp LeJuene Water Contamination 

• Vieques Bombing Range 

• Naples Public Health Evaluation 

 

 

 

http://www.stripes.com/articlephoto.asp?section=104&article=57824&photo=1&archive=true 
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Indirect Costs 

Mold in Lincoln Military Housing ? 



Time 

$ 
Atsugi 

Fallon 

Vieques 

Camp LeJeune 

Naples 

Reputation/

Readiness 

 

Corporate Strategy? 



How much is your 

Reputation Worth? 
 

Warren Buffet said, "it takes twenty years 

to build a reputation and five minutes to 

ruin it."  



It's "relatively tiny" compared to 

the "very big ocean.“   

 

"I want my life back" 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



"I am not a crook"  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c7/Nixon-depart.png


“I did not have sexual relations with that woman” 

"That depends on what the meaning of 'is' is." 

 

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/maps/banner.map
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/special/clinton/stories/deny012798.htm
http://politicalhumor.about.com/library/images/blclintonmylifemonica.htm
http://politicalhumor.about.com/library/blclintonabsolut.htm








Definition of Risk 

• Risk = Probability X Consequences  

 

• Risk = Stakeholder Perception = Stakeholder 

Reality 

 

• Unfortunately these 2 definitions are not always 

compatible. 
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Definition of Risk:  

 

“The probability of loss of  

 that which we value.”  

  

 

- Safety 

- Health 

- Environment 

- Quality of Life 

- Fairness/Equity 

- Legal 

- Economic 

- Process 





Public Perceptions of 

Risk 
MORE ACCEPTABLE LESS ACCEPTABLE 

Voluntary Involuntary 

Natural Manufactured 

Common Chronic Catastrophic 

Controlled Uncontrolled 

Fair Unfair (victimization) 

Visible Benefits No benefits 

Trusted Source Untrusted Source 

Familiar Unfamiliar, Exotic 

Affects only adults Affects children 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Aflatoxin_B1.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Aflatoxin_B1.svg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Aflatoxin_B1.svg


Additional Challenges 

“There is virtually no 

correlation between the 

ranking of hazards by 

experts and the ranking of 

those same hazards by the 

public”   

  

 

“Just the Facts” 

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601061204,00.html


http://www.military.com/


PO3 –1 

 

18-24 

 

12 – 3 AM 
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Stakeholder Risk 
Perceptions 

Control 
Trust  

Benefits 

Negative Emotions 
Anger 
Fear 

Frustration 
Distrust 

Agendas 
Personal 
Economic 
Social 
Cultural  
Historical 
 



Risk 
Perception 

Threat to 
Future 

Generations 

Control 

 

Familiarity 
 

Voluntariness 
of 

Exposure 

Catastrophic 
Potential 

Trust 

Benefits 
 

Equity 
 

Level 
of 

Knowledge 
 



Airport Scanners 

– Risks/Benefits  
• Naturally occurring ionizing radiation is all around us.  We are 

continuously exposed to this background radiation during ordinary 

living.  In 42 minutes of ordinary living, a person receives more 

radiation from naturally occurring sources  than from screening with 

any general-use x-ray security system.   
• The national radiation safety standard (see below) sets a dose per 

screening limit for the general-use category.  To meet the 

requirements of the general-use category a full-body x-ray security 

system must deliver less than the dose a person receives during 4 

minutes of airline flight.  TSA has set their dose limit to ensure a 

person receives less radiation from one scan with a TSA general-

use x-ray security system than from 2 minutes of airline flight.   

• A person would have to be screened more than a thousand 

times in one year in order to exceed the annual radiation 

dose limit for people screening that has been set by expert 

radiation safety organizations.  

http://www.fda.gov/Radiation-EmittingProducts/RadiationEmittingProductsandProcedures/SecuritySystems/ucm227201.htm 

http://www.fda.gov/default.htm


Know How and When to 

Use Numbers 

Frequently are not comprehensible in 

size or relative terms, including: 

– Quantities 

– Concentration 

– Large probabilities 

– Acceleration factors 
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Know How and When to 

Use Numbers 

Some guidelines 
– Be aware of the numerator effect. 

– Relate numbers to something FAMILIAR to them. 

– Try to avoid negative terms, e.g., death per “X”. 

– When in doubt about which way to express numbers, 
ask your key stakeholders or, for internal 
communication, your knowledgeable employees. 
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Risk Comparisons…use them at 

your own risk!  

• Like dynamite 

• Cast light or alienate 

• Apples to Apples 

• Credible 3rd party statistics 

• Never use to argue for “Acceptability” 

• For Perspective Only 

 



LIFETIME CANCER RISKS IN THE 

UNITED STATES 

Lifetime risk refers to the probability that an individual, 

over the course of a lifetime, will develop cancer.  

Source:  Cancer Facts and Figures - 2006 American Cancer Society 

Women: Background lifetime        

risk is 1 in 3 

Men: Background lifetime risk is 1 in 2 



Military –  

Avoid Acronyms 



WHOM DO AMERICANS TRUST? TRY NO 

ONE.  

• Still, of major U.S. fixtures, the military (43%), 

small business (33%), science rank (33%) at 

top of survey  

• Associated Press-National Constitution 

Center poll (Sep 23 2010) 

bloggers 54%  banks 52%  Congress 49%  



The 2011 
average is on 
track to be the 
lowest annual 
rating of 
Congress in 
Gallup’s 
history 



Caring and

Empathy

Competence 

and Expertise

Dedication and 

Commitment

Honesty and 

Openess

What Makes A Source 

Credible? 
  

  
Assessed in 

First 30 

Seconds 

Source: Center for Risk Communication 1997 

“People want to know that you care before they care what you know.” 



CREDIBILITY 

TRANSFERENCE 

A lower credibility source 

takes on the credibility of 

the highest credible 

source that agrees with 

its position on an issue. 





CREDIBILITY TRANSFERENCE 

• American Industrial Hygiene Association 

• Environmental Protection Agency 

• State of Virginia 

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

• Institute of Medicine 

• World Health Organization 

• American Academy of Allergy Asthma & 

Immunology 

• Institute of Inspection Cleaning and Restoration 

 

 



“Everyone is entitled to be stupid, but 

some abuse the privilege”  

 

“Every now and then the C Students take 

over” 

“Stuck on Stupid” 



Perfect Storm of  … ? 
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Nonverbals in Risk Communication 

Nonverbals in crisis risk communication 

are: 

– More important than words. 

– More memorable than the words. 

– More noticeable than words. 
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Nonverbals in Risk Communication 

HOW you say it is as important as 

WHAT you say 
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What People Remember  

   
What Is Said

10%

Appearance

60%

How It's Said

30%
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Media Communication 

• Communicating with the media is different 
from communicating with other 
stakeholders. 

• You don’t answer the question unless you 
want to. 

• Bridge to your key messages. 

• Receive media training before being 
interviewed. 



You can’t control the media; you can control the message 
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Examples of Bridging Statements 

• “Let me add...” 

• “I think important thing here is…” 

• “What I can tell you is…” 

• “What’s good about this situation is…” 

• “I believe what’s been accomplished here is…” 

• “What I’m most satisfied with is…” 

• “Our number one priority is…” 

•  “Here’s what I DO know…” 

  
See Attachment A, “Media Communication Process Building Bridges” 

for more examples 

 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Tony_Snow_cropped.jpg
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“Musts” in Media Interviews 

 

1. Get your conclusion (sound bite) in early 

2. Answer only the questions you want to – 

 BRIDGE to your messages. 

3. Be honest 

4. Avoid the “traps” (Section 4) 

  



Still, in recent interviews, Lincoln and Navy officials said 
they don't think the problems are as serious or widespread 
as they've been made out to be. Speaking about the results 
of the Navy inspections, Capt. Don Hagen, director of 
industrial hygiene at the Navy and Marine Corps Public 
Health Center, said, "It's not extensive mold." 
"If you listen to WTKR, it's like a science fiction movie - 
there's mold monsters growing everywhere," Hagen said. 
"And that's just not the case.“ 
 
Lincoln's president, Jarl Bliss, said the reports he's seen 
indicate the same thing. "There are spots here or there," 
he said. "It's not extensive." 

“Navy, managers 
say tests show no 
extensive mold” 



“An insult.” “A slap in the face.” 

This was just a taste of the 

outrage from Navy wives who 

were unhappy with a sarcastic 

statement from the Navy about 

the mold in their homes. 

 

 



Media Interview 

(Newhart) 


