Transcript DoE 8 — Module 1: Risk Communication

Module 1: Risk Communication

Slide 1 — Welcome
Welcome to this session in the ISES training series. I'm delighted that you decided to join me today.

The following presentation falls under Domain of Expertise 8: Risk Communication and Stakeholder
Engagement and | look forward to guiding you through the first part of today’s topic.

Slide 2 — Legal notice

Before we begin, just a quick legal note. All rights to the materials used here remain with the original
copyright holders.

If you would like to reuse any part of this presentation, please make sure to seek explicit permission
first. Thank you for respecting these rules.

Slide 3 — Overview of All Training Videos

As you maybe already know from other presentations on this platform, this training is part of a
broader ISES Europe initiative. In total, there are nine Domains of Expertise, together covering the
breadth of exposure science.

They range from the fundamentals of exposure science and environmental chemistry, through
further knowledge on related topics like exposure modelling and statistics or our current topic
focussing on risk communication.

If you'd like to revisit any session, all training videos are available at ises-europe.org.

Slide 4 — Domain of Expertise (DoE) 9
This domain is divided into three submodules:
Module one, covers the basic concepts of risk communication.

And Module two, introduces the principles of stakeholder engagement
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These two modules offer a comprehensive overview of the fundamentals in risk communication and
stakeholder engagement in order to get an idea how these disciplines intersect with Exposure
Science.

Slide 5 — Module two

In this presentation we will focus on the first Modul part ‘Risc Communication’. We will explore the
basic concepts and tools that are fundamental to communicate an identified risk.

Please note that this is only a short introduction and covers essential foundational concepts.

Slide 6 — Presenter

Before we start, | want to introduce myself to you. My name is Angelika Derler-Vanek. | am a
regulatory toxicologist, and | am currently working at the Environment Agency Austria. At my actual
Position my main focus is the Evaluation of human health risk assessment of biocidal product
dossiers. As an expert, my task is to advise the national authority on risk management measures
within Biocidal products regulation and to share and discuss actual topics related to the exposure of
subpopulation groups at Biocidal Product Committee Working group together with experts of other
EU-member states.

Slide 7 — Context and Disclaimers

Please note that this lecture is designed as an introductory-level session. Some aspects have been
simplified in order to provide a clear overview.

Slide 8 — Learning Objectives

For me, as your lecturer for today, it is important that after this lecture you have an overview of the
key principles of risk communication, that you know what kinds of strategies and tools exist to
develop a message that conveys the relevant information, and that you gain an understanding of the
interests and perspectives of different stakeholder communities that need to be taken into account.

Slide 9 - Content

As you can see on this slide, we will go through six sections, starting with a short introduction and
finishing with a summary of the key messages to take home.
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Slide 10 -Definition of Risk Communication

We will start by getting an idea of what the term risk communication means. If you search for
definitions, you will find several explanations that comprise a similar consensus. In general, risk
communication means an exchange of information and opinions among different groups involved in
handling information arising from the risk analysis process.

Risk communication is an interactive and dynamic process that includes the explanation of risk
assessment findings and the subsequent risk management decisions. Within this exchange, the
public is informed about risks, for instance to consumers in the case of possible exposure to a certain
product, or to other affected groups, such as civilians in the case of exposure to a hazardous chemical
in the environment.

In addition, risk communication encompasses dialogue between representatives of risk assessment
and risk management in order to provide updates throughout the entire process. It also includes the
engagement of interested parties affected by the outcomes of risk analysis.

Slide 11 - Risk Assessment Paradigm

This graph shows the relationship between findings identified during risk assessment and their
influence on risk management. As you already know, risk is the result of the relationship between
hazard and exposure. The outcome of the risk assessment provides information that is subsequently
addressed within the risk management sector.

Based on the information and knowledge gained through the interactive exchange within the
stakeholder community, decisions can be made and further management actions can be
implemented. All of these steps are part of the risk communication process.

Slide 12 - Objectives of Risk Communication

Let us take a look at why risk communication is important and what the key objectives are. On the
one hand, it is essential to explain the identified risks to the different stakeholder communities and
to raise awareness and establish a common understanding. Effective communication practices
further promote consistency and transparency in handling crisis situations by using uniform risk
process tools and clear communication.

Furthermore, an ongoing dialogue among various stakeholders promotes the success of effective
risk handling. The ultimate goal is to strengthen trust within affected groups through the
communication process. The exchange of information should support the involved parties in
reaching consensus on the situation and in facilitating effective decision-making.
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Slide 13 - Importance for Health and Environmental Risks

Risk communication should enable complex and relevant scientific information to be made
accessible to different affected groups. There should be clear guidance for the public on how they
should behave. It must be taken into account that knowledge about the risk situation will increase
over time. Uncertainties at the beginning and throughout the entire process should not be denied.

This means that information about uncertainties associated with risks, as well as indications of what
is known and what is not known at a given time, should be clearly communicated. It should also be
comprehensible why decisions are taken to protect affected groups.

Slide 14 - Content

In the next part of the presentation, | will give you an overview of the key principles of effective risk
communication.

Slide 15

As you can see in this illustration, there are five essential principles that we will discuss in detail. Risk
communicators should know the recipients of the information, always strive to build credibility and
transparency, communicate clearly and responsively, put risks into perspective, and actively engage
in building trust among the different stakeholder groups involved.

Slide 16 - Know the Audience
But what do these points mean in detail? Let’s start with the first point: “Know your audience.”

For risk communication, it is essential to know who the recipients of your message are. It is
important to understand their concerns, beliefs, and motivations. Before delivering a message, the
communicator should consider factors such as cultural background or potential emotional responses.
Prior experiences with a similar risk can help anticipate how the target group might react emotionally.

Feedback from the audience can help shape messages and improve which information is relevant,
trusted, and likely to be accepted by the community. Studies show that groups cooperate more
constructively and interpret risks more accurately when messages are presented in a way that meets
the language and cultural needs of the community.

For example, during the COVID-19 crisis, the WHO recommended washing hands regularly with soap
and water or using alcohol-based hand rub. Additionally, WHO provided a Questions and Answers
protocol on their website to address the needs of different communities, such as religious groups
where alcohol is prohibited.
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Slide 17 - Be Credible & Transparent

The most important aspect of effective risk communication is credibility and transparency. Trust is a
fundamental principle for success. For this reason, it is very important to communicate not only what
is known but also what is not known, to ensure that the target group has a complete picture of the
current situation.

It is also necessary to consider how much information makes sense to share without overwhelming
the audience, as well as what must be communicated to gain their understanding and cooperation.
The timing of communication is equally important. Delays or unforeseen changes in the situation
should be acknowledged rather than ignored, as groups can quickly lose trust if they feel
misinformed or excluded.

Slide 18 - Communicate Clearly & Responsively

Next, as you may have noticed in the previous slides, it is important to consider the terms, type of
language, or style that is used. Experts in the field of risk assessment often use technical terminology
that may not be familiar to other groups. They also tend to assume certain background knowledge
when communicating with each other, which may not exist for non-experts.

For this reason, the involvement of communication specialists is necessary to ensure clear and
responsive information transmission. Their involvement should occur early in the process to support
a common understanding between the acting groups, such as scientists and policy makers.

The goal is to use clear, plain language while maintaining respect for all stakeholder groups. Each
group should feel that it is being treated respectfully and equally.

Slide 19 - Put the Risk in Perspective

As you know from your own academic work, hypotheses must always be defined within a specific
framework and do not have universal validity. This framework must also be communicated. People
who are not familiar with the topic tend to focus on extremes and create their own worst-case
scenarios.

We all know how often people read an article about a popular scientific finding and assume it applies
to every similar case, without consulting the original paper to understand the assumptions made or
to identify the uncertainties in the publication.

In such cases, it is helpful to explain the scientific evidence, the underlying assumptions, and the
uncertainties. Using familiar risks as examples can also help illustrate the actual risk situation more
clearly.
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Slide 20 - Engage & Build Trust

The last principle, Engage and Trust, emphasizes the importance of involving all stakeholders in the
decision-making process and building confidence in the current situation. Government agencies,
industry, media, and scientific experts must work together. Each stakeholder should clearly
communicate their position and proposed actions.

As discussed in previous slides, trust grows through openness and dialogue, and a shared
understanding among stakeholders improves the overall decision-making process.

Slide 21 - Content

You have now learned about the key principles, the essential core of risk communication. Now, let’s
move on to explore your toolbox, which can be used for the effective application of what you have
learned from the previous slides.

Slide 22 - Strategic Selection of Approaches

If we look at risk communication during the COVID-19 crisis, we can see that information evolved
throughout the process. At the beginning, you may have read articles about countries where the
COVID-19 virus was spreading or listened to news channels reporting as countries introduced
restrictions. Then, your own government communicated its risk management plan, followed by
more targeted information for vulnerable groups, updates on vaccination options, and so on.

In cases of urgent risks, such as disease outbreaks, food contamination, or chemical spills, rapid and
clear messaging is crucial. Communication will evolve over time, and uncertainties must be openly
addressed. Adjusting information and repeating key messages are therefore essential in urgent
situations.

It is also important to communicate the urgency of a risk appropriately. For example, if scientific
evidence for a risk is established but uncertainties remain high, the communication should be
adapted to the target audience. For instance, there is clear scientific evidence of microplastics in our
ecosystem and in the human body. Several studies have investigated their potential health or
environmental impacts. However, because significant uncertainties remain, this information must
be presented carefully to avoid causing panic or overestimation by the public.

Information should always be published appropriately, and testing communication strategies with a
small target group can be helpful. Public reactions should be monitored, and communication should
be adjusted based on feedback and the latest available information.

Slide 23 - Approaches & Communication Channels

Using different formats helps reach a variety of audience groups. For example, traditional formats
such as brochures and printed fact sheets can be effective for older generations, who are more
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accustomed to these formats, while younger generations are more likely to use apps or social media
channels.

It is important to consider that understanding varies among different groups. Attention spans also
differ, so messages must be adapted accordingly. Interactive formats, such as hotlines or chat
services, are useful for communities as they allow individuals to ask questions and clarify concerns.

At the same time, interactions with the public can serve as feedback to assess whether information
has been clearly communicated or if new aspects need to be addressed.

Slide 24 - Visuals, Storytelling & Message Design

As information should be communicated in a comprehensible way for all groups, there are various
visualization tools that can be used. A good example is the infographics produced by national
weather agencies during summer to inform the public about heatwave periods.

In some cases, such as disease outbreaks, well-designed visualizations help the public understand
complex topics. It can be difficult for people to accept new behaviour rules if the identified hazards—
like bacteria, viruses, or nuclear radiation—are not visible. Animated videos, graphs, simple
diagrams, or flowcharts can help convey the risks and explain action plans or instructions for
protective behaviour.

Visualization strategies should always focus on clear language and a structured layout—for example,
starting with a headline, followed by the key message, and referencing more detailed background
information in an annex. Personal stories are also an effective way to humanize complex scientific
topics and make them more relatable to the audience.

Slide 23 - Communication Settings and Contexts

Equally important as choosing the appropriate format and visualization tool is selecting the right
setting, depending on the target audience. Some information is intended for the general public,
while other information is aimed at specific groups, such as in professional or specialized settings.

One example is the EFSA stakeholder roundtables. These meetings are targeted engagement tools
designed to provide specific stakeholder groups with the opportunity to interact with the European
Food Safety Authority (EFSA) on issues of mutual relevance. Separate meetings between EFSA and
NGO representatives, or EFSA and industry, allow stakeholders to exchange views, receive updates
on EFSA’s scientific work, and provide feedback and suggestions for continuous improvement.

Other effective ways to share knowledge and communicate potential consequences include virtual
settings such as workshops, Q&A sessions, or educational events, as well as conferences and
exhibitions.
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Slide 26 - Content

We have finished our overview of possible approaches and strategies. Next, we will take a brief look
at who is involved in the risk communication process.

Slide 27 - Key Stakeholders in Risk Communication

We will shortly go through each of the participating stakeholder groups and identify their
responsibilities and interests.

Slide 28 - Government’s Role

Let’s start with the government. The government holds the primary responsibility for managing
public health and environmental risks. Its role also includes ensuring transparency, consistency, and
clarity in communicating risk-related decisions, coordinating national strategies, and promoting
understanding of regulatory outcomes. Additionally, the government engages stakeholders and the
public to address concerns and support informed decision-making.

Slide 29 - Industry’s Role

The industry’s role is to ensure the safety and quality of the products they place on the market and
to communicate product-related risks through labels, instructions, and safety messages. For
effective risk management, the industry collaborates with regulators and other stakeholders to align
risk communication and provides essential data and technical knowledge to support risk assessment.

Therefore, engagement between representatives of authorities and industry is essential for
successful communication.

Slide 30 - Consumer Organizations and NGOs

NGOs and consumer organizations represent the concerns of the public. In addition to their role as
representatives, their task is to ensure clear and transparent communication of information in a
language that consumers can understand, and to support its distribution.

Slide 31 - Academia and Media

The role of academia is to act as an independent source of scientific expertise and hazard
identification. Experts in specific scientific fields support the decision-making process by helping to
explain complex contexts. Additionally, academia can be used to track the effectiveness of
communication strategies.
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The media, as the primary channel to the public, should be engaged as early as possible. Media
shape public perceptions by reporting, interpreting, and amplifying messages. Their role is not only
to distribute information but also to collect feedback from the public, including those who may not
be reached by other stakeholder groups through standard risk management processes. Therefore,
early engagement with the media is essential.

Slide 32 - Content

At this stage of the presentation, we have already covered the principles of risk communication, our
basic toolbox and strategies, and the roles of the stakeholders in this process. In the final part before
the summary, we will look at the challenges that can occur during the risk communication process.

Slide 33 — Key Challenges

If you have been following the principles and strategies so far, | now want to share some additional
considerations. We have already discussed how complex topics can be communicated to different
groups. | cannot stress enough that explaining information in an appropriate way is fundamental and
includes not only what is definitely known.

Explaining complex topics to non-experts—such as probability, uncertainty, long-term effects, or the
distinction between risk and exposure—can often be challenging. Special care must be taken to
avoid losing the audience. For example, the WHO has implemented specific teams to address
rumours and myths and provides FAQs to meet the needs and beliefs of the public.

This brings me to the second point: credibility and trust. Without public trust in the information, risk
communication is not effective, and action plans will not succeed. Generic communication rarely
works for every community. It is not helpful to give the impression that everything is under control
if, for instance, a naturally occurring crisis cannot be fully controlled.

Communicating uncertainties actually builds trust, because people are more likely to believe in a
system that acknowledges its weaknesses and works to manage them, rather than a system that
hides uncertainties. If uncertainty is concealed, the public may feel they know more than the
authorities, which can lead to mistrust.

Finally, it is crucial to find a balance between providing sufficient information and avoiding overload.
Information should be relevant and useful for the target group; striking the right balance between
too little and too much information is key.

Slide 34 - Solutions and Best Practices

To sum up, key actions for effective risk communication include:

Adapt language, depth, and format to meet the needs and concerns of specific groups.
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Provide regular updates, share data openly, and give clear explanations to foster trust and
engagement.

Offer channels for questions, dialogue, and feedback rather than relying on one-directional
messaging.

Always clarify what is known, unknown, and being investigated to strengthen credibility.

Coordinate communication between government, industry, scientists, and media to reduce
confusion.

Slide 35 - Enhancing Understanding

Use visual tools such as infographics, risk ladders, maps, and simple diagrams to help demystify
complex concepts.

Compare risks to familiar ones (without trivializing) to help audiences understand scale and severity.
Include communities, NGOs, and experts to identify concerns and foster ownership.
Listen to your audience and refine strategies based on feedback.

Help audiences recognize reliable sources of information.

Slide 36 - Content

After this brief wrap-up, we have reached the end of my presentation.

Slide 37 - Summary: Key Takeaways

As a key takeaway, | want to remind you that building trust and understanding is a fundamental
concept for successful risk communication. It is essential to engage the right stakeholders—
governments, industry, NGOs and consumer groups, academia, and media—to ensure credibility and
consistent messaging.

And last but not least, choose your strategy carefully and be prepared to adapt it throughout the
entire risk management process.

Slide 38 - Consequent Modules

With this | want to invite you to also listen to further training videos of the other modules, | am sure
there are also other lectures that could be interesting for you.
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Slide 39 — Thank you

And with this | want to thank you for your attention and all the best for your further career.

Slide 40 — Further Reading

If you are more interested in Risc Communication, you will find some more open-source references
in the last slide. Thank you and goodbye
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