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Tommy ThompsonTommy Thompson
 Dec 2004

 Secretary, US Health & Human ServicesSecretary, US Health & Human Services

““For the life of me, I For the life of me, I 
cannot understand cannot understand 
why the terrorists why the terrorists 
have not attacked have not attacked 
our food supply, our food supply, 
because it is so easy because it is so easy 
to do so.to do so.””



Vulnerable Strategic InfrastructureVulnerable Strategic Infrastructure



Risk and Crisis CommunicationRisk and Crisis Communication
 ImpactsImpacts

Proper communicationProper communication can help can help mitigatemitigate
individual and collective trauma.individual and collective trauma.

Ineffective communicationIneffective communication can can exacerbate and exacerbate and 
accelerateaccelerate the psychological harm and the the psychological harm and the 
economic impact.economic impact.

Attending to the Attending to the psychologicalpsychological needs of the needs of the 
population is a crucial part of the recovery from a population is a crucial part of the recovery from a 
terrorism event (or other crisis), and terrorism event (or other crisis), and 
preparedness and response present a challenge preparedness and response present a challenge 
to the nation.to the nation.””

The National Institute of Medicine, 2003

First, do no harm



Communication, Communication, 
Expert Opinion Expert Opinion 

and and 
Risk Communication Risk Communication 

are different!are different!



MessageMessage MessengerMessenger

DeliveryDelivery

Three Elements of Three Elements of 

Effective MessagesEffective Messages



May 1990:
UK Agriculture minister John Gummer
attempts to allay public fears about BSE and the 
safety of beef by publicly feeding his daughter, 
Cordelia, a hamburger 

May 1990:
UK Agriculture minister John Gummer
attempts to allay public fears about BSE and the 
safety of beef by publicly feeding his daughter, 
Cordelia, a hamburger 

MessengerMessenger



99--1111--01 Memorial Wall01 Memorial Wall 
Adjacent to St. VincentAdjacent to St. Vincent’’s Hospitals Hospital

Greenwich Village, NYCGreenwich Village, NYC

88--2222--05 05 
Hurricane KatrinaHurricane Katrina

MessageMessage

DeliveryDelivery



DonDon’’tt
Over reassureOver reassure

Withhold informationWithhold information

Fear Fear fearfear
Panic aboutPanic about panicpanic
Assume your valuesAssume your values

DoDo
Acknowledge Acknowledge 
uncertaintyuncertainty
Fill the information Fill the information 
vacuumvacuum
Legitimize fearLegitimize fear
Legitimize miseryLegitimize misery
Respect right to oneRespect right to one’’s s 
own valuesown values
Provide things to doProvide things to do

Helps tolerate Helps tolerate 
mysterymystery
Must, Should, MayMust, Should, May



Apathy

Interest
Concern

Fear

Panic
Denial

Detour

Terror

ArouseArouse

ComfortComfort



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Risk & crisis Risk & crisis 
communication iscommunication is
an ongoing processan ongoing process

USDA CSREES
FEMA



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Conduct preConduct pre--eventevent
planningplanning

FEMA



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Meet the needs ofMeet the needs of
the media & remainthe media & remain
accessibleaccessible

FEMA



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Communicate with Communicate with 
compassion, concern & compassion, concern & 
empathyempathy

USDA CSREES



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

DemonstrateDemonstrate
honesty, candorhonesty, candor
& openness& openness

FEMA



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Accept Accept 
uncertaintyuncertainty
& ambiguity& ambiguity

FEMA



Best  Practices in  Best  Practices in  
Crisis & Risk CommunicationCrisis & Risk Communication

Provide Provide 
messages of messages of 
selfself--efficacyefficacy



Give people something meaningful to doGive people something meaningful to do

Reasserts their personal controlReasserts their personal control

Activities should be purposeful and Activities should be purposeful and 
meaningful, and pass meaningful, and pass ““The laugh testThe laugh test””

““Must, Should, May..Must, Should, May..””

Provide messages of Provide messages of 
selfself--efficacyefficacy



10 Best Practices in Crisis & Risk Communication10 Best Practices in Crisis & Risk Communication
1.1. Risk and crisis communication is an ongoing processRisk and crisis communication is an ongoing process
2.2. Conduct preConduct pre--event (preevent (pre--crisis) planningcrisis) planning
3.3. Foster partnerships with publicFoster partnerships with public
4.4. Listen to publicListen to public’’s concern and understand audiences concern and understand audience
5.5. Demonstrate honesty, candor and opennessDemonstrate honesty, candor and openness
5.5. Collaborate and coordinate with credible sourcesCollaborate and coordinate with credible sources
7.7. Meet the needs of the media and remain accessibleMeet the needs of the media and remain accessible
8.8. Communicate with compassion, concern and empathyCommunicate with compassion, concern and empathy
9.9. Accept uncertainty and ambiguityAccept uncertainty and ambiguity
10.10. Provide messages of selfProvide messages of self--efficacyefficacy
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