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The first law of risk communication 

 

“The First Law (maybe the only law) of Risk Communication: 
outrage, not hazard, drives reputation. Even significant 
hazards are usually tolerated when outrage is low, and even 
insignificant hazards are usually rejected when outrage is 
high”.  

 

Peter Sandman, 1987 

  



Outrage components 

 

 

 

Outrage 

• to be involuntary (e.g. exposure to 

pollution) rather than voluntary (e.g. 

smoking) 

• to be inequitably distributed 

• to be inescapable even if personal 

precautions are taken 

• to arise from unfamiliar or novel 

sources 

• to cause hidden and irreversible 

damage, such as becoming sick many 

years after exposure to a risk factor 

• to pose some particular danger to 

small children or pregnant women or 

more generally to future generations 

• to be subject to contradictory 

statements from responsible sources 
Media 
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The dimensions of risk 

Probability 

Impact (severity of harm) 

….. 

….. 

….. 

….. 

….. 

….. 





Other dimensions 

Uncertainty 

Ubiquity 

Persistence 

Irreversibility 

Delated effect 

Potential of social mobilisation (equity violation) 
 

Council on Global Environmental Change (Germania, 1998),  



Types of risk 



different risks > different 

management 
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media > political system 

“Media coverage of risk events revereberates through the political system, 

forcing responses from politicians. By calling public attention to an 

issue, the media may affect the nature of regulation, the course of 

litigation or the direction of research and development”. 

       

               Dorothy Nelkin 
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Lessons from Fukushima/1 

Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster taught us a lot of useful lessons on 

communication. Among these are:  

 

• You can't avoid communicating. You are communicating 

even if you don't want to (and this is the worst form of 

communication). 

• Don't  underestimate people's concerns because they are a 

sign that some improvement is needed.  

• Be more cautious than not cautious enough, because if you 

make a mistake and the situation deteriorates, it is worse. 



Lessons from Fukushima/2 

• “Don't lie, and don't tell half-truths. This elicits terrible 

suspicion of cover-up and manipulation by public opinion”. 

(Sandman) 

• Communication should not be in the hands of one person; it 

should be integrated throughout an organization. If there is 

only one spokesperson, journalists normally search for other 

sources of information. 



Some basic rules/1 

1. Start with a statement in which you keep a consistent stream of 

information relevant to what is of concern for the public. 

2. Mark a clear difference between harm (all possible types of 

damage) and risks (meaning the chances individuals will be 

affected by the damage). 

3. Establish if the risk can potentially create outrage/ specific fears. 

You have to be aware of these fears - you have to take them into 

account when communicating. 



Some basic rules/2 

4. Specify what is know as per the exposure - or whether some 

groups (e.g.children) are especially exposed/ vulnerable. 

5. State the quality of knowledge on the topic and how that 

knowledge can progress / improve (who is in charge of this 

progress?) 

6. Explain what degree of uncertainty exists within that knowledge 

(how can this uncertainty decrease?). 

7. Provide details both in terms of quality and quantity as per the 

statistics / the probability of certain events (are the stats 

available? If not - when will they become so?). 



Some basic rules/3 

8. Justify what is reckoned as acceptable in terms of risk levels. 

Evaluate the risk - risk / risk - benefit. Or both! Try to convey the 

message that alternative views are to be explored in order to 

strike a balance between risks and benefits. 

9. Explain how the potential targets of risk can defend themselves 

against the known and/or potential risk and how the latter can be 

kept in check. 

10.  Provide contact details of a reference person / source that can 

provide feedback/ answers to all questions. 



Designing the message/1 

1. Be clear in your intentions and keep these intentions as the core/ 

main focus of your communication effort. 

2. Simplify your message - keep it accurate but to the point. It is a 

hard task: you need to develop this by editing; facts and figures 

must be as clear as possible; yet the decision making process must 

be explained - the values to do with a trade off must be there; 

doubts must be stated. This enacts credibility and trust. 



Designing the message/2 

3. Never take technical knowledge for granted - unless the audience is 

made up of technical experts. Stir clear of jargon. Explain 

everything. 

4. Start with basic concepts. Then build up...adding more complex 

ideas. 

5. Anticipate topics of interest for your audience - build your 

communication around these interests. This is something awfully 

overlooked in scientific risk communication that usually starts with 

long technical parts and only at the end talks about the essential. 

What is essential for people is usually learning about the 

consequences of exposure; the circumstances leading to risk; how to 

mitigate it; what institutions are doing to counter it. 
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Trust and participation 



Why we don’t trust? 
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First step: Trust and data accessibility 

Trust in institutions is central for a successful risk communication. It 

is built upon a sincere and open exchange of information. Few rules 

in this regard are: 

1.Share technical information, lab results, data etc…with the 

citizens and the stakeholders. We have nothing to hide. Be open 

even though this might expose you to the risk of data 

manipulation. 

2.Publish data on newspapers or magazines that the citizens 

actually read. This increases the credibility. 

3.If labels or other graphic information about the risk are required, 

avoid using a 7-point scale… Make the message highly visible 

and accessible. 



Second step: invest on 

participation 



The way of dialogue and negotiation 

Looking for a consensual solution, with method, involving citizens. It 

is a costly and long way, but it is necessary in case of high outrage. 

Interesting experiences have been carried out in the US, Switzerland and 

Germany. 

  

Benefits: increase of trust, empowerment and sharing within the 

community, growth of scientific culture. 

 

Difficulties: balancing-integrating technical expertise, laws and 

citizens’ values.  
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