
Quick Reference Tool for Generic Categories of Questions and Statements 
When you are in the 3 Arenas of Risk Communication (Agendas, Emotions, Perception of Risk),

all questions and statements can be categorized into 12 Generic Categories. 

The attached reference tool shows you how to START your response to the question, and gives some common traps to avoid.  

THE START IS CRITICAL! 
A poor start can worsen or ruin a conversation.  

An effective risk communicator prepares for questions from ALL of the generic categories, not just for the facts (Category #11).
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Pushing back and reinforcing the 
negative allegation (e.g.,  saying 

we didn’t lie, or we didn’t 
hide anything)

Taking rudeness personally

Not planning ahead of tim
e 

about what is and what is not 

acceptable
Assum

ing you understand the 

question/statem
ent and 

answering based on your 

assum
ption

Responding too early with factual 
information

Taking comments personally
Using inadequate 

nonverbal observation 
skills to detect if 
they are more 
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Emphasize the positive reversal,  “We told the 
truth about that” (e.g., the opposite of lying 
is telling the truth, the opposite of covering 

up is being open/disclosing).

Acknowledge that the person is upset 

 “Clearly you are upset.  W
hat can I do to 

 help you?”
Clarify Question

“I want to be sure to answer your question, so 

can you tell m
e m

ore about…?”

Begin with Empathy.
Reply with open-ended questions  

once they are receptive 
 (based on nonverbal observations). 
Move to facts if they appear ready.
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“Why are you 
lying about…?”

“You’re hiding 
something!”

“You’re an 
idiot!”

“Are you a 
 REAL doctor?”

“W
hy are people 

getting sick 

around here?”

“Are you qual-

ified to tell me 

why I feel sick?”

“I have cancer 
because of you!”

“You don’t 
care!”
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Negative, Untrue Allegations

Rude but Briefly Acceptable
Unclear Questions/Statements

Anger
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12 Generic Categories of Questions and Statements

Select a category on the left
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