Risk Communication Workshop:  Iowa Department of Public Health

April 29, 2003, Mason City Public Library

Summary Report, prepared by Michele Appelgate, Consumer Awareness Coordinator 

The purpose of the workshop was to introduce communication principles and tools as they specifically relate to crisis and emergency risk communications. The workshop was meant to help public information officers or those who are charged with those responsibilities to manage the task of planning and implementing risk communications. 
Objectives
At the end of the workshop, participants should be able to do the following: 
1. Describe how to develop a crisis communication plan

2. Describe how to communicate effectively in a crisis

3. Describe how to work with the media and build a relationship with the media 

4. Discuss how to develop key messages, audience and how to be a good spokesperson

5. Participate in several scenarios

6. List the principles regarding risk communication and useful learning tools to use when developing their own plan 

Emergency communication can help people cope and make decisions during a time of crisis. 

People want information immediately during a crisis

Normal Crisis example: SARS

· There was no test for people to take, no definite criteria, not much information to give people. That’s a normal crisis 

Now we have new types of crisis. Our risk of disasters is increasing

· Increased terrorist threat 
· Population increase. Cities are larger. Diseases spread faster.

· We have an aging population. Elderly and higher risk of complication from diseases (ie: West Nile Virus) 

· International travel has a larger impact today on disease spread. More people travel.

· Emerging diseases 

Types of Events 

Unannounced 
· We find out through disease surveillance 

Some are announced
· Law enforcement are involved immediately 

· Media needs are immediate

· Goal of terrorists is to create panic 

We are planning for crisis that we hope will never happen
Planning Phase 

· Be prepared

· Foster alliances now

· Develop recommendations

· Test messages

· Are we prepared to translate messages into other languages when necessary? Spanish? 

Initial Phase 

Express empathy

· Let the public know that we care. We are not a faceless, uncaring organization. 

· Simply, honestly inform the public about the risks they face

· Establish a spokesperson 

· Provide emergency actions

· Commit to ongoing communication with the public 

Crisis Management/Maintenance Phase
· Help the public understand their own risks

· Provide background 

· Let the public know we have a plan 

· Explain Public Health recommendations

· Explain what Public Health does in a situation like this

· Get feedback. Does the public understand our message? 

· Assess the event (this could be the time when the public or media criticize us for the way we handle the communication or our plan) 

Crisis Resolution Phase 

· Provide educational opportunities: “teachable moments” 

· Examine problem areas

· Do we need to change policies? Learn from our mistakes

· Promote the organizations capabilities

Evaluation Phase 

· On-going during the crisis, but formally analyze the plan 

· Integrate the results 

· Document lessons learned so you can have that for the future 

This plan is not mass mental therapy. Disasters will happen. People understand that. We need to make the public understand that we as people also care about this event. 

When people become upset, they don’t hear the message. Their ability to process the message is reduced by 80 percent. 

Perception = Reality

 It’s real in the public’s mind

We need to let the public know that we are the authority on this subject and we have the experts to make the correct decisions. Honesty and openness are key qualities the public needs to see from our organization during a crisis.  Getting the public’s trust is half of the battle.  

You have 30 seconds to get your message out

Negative Domination Theory 
When people are upset, they’re going to be negative. Avoid negative words. We need to provide positive words. Even if a reporter asks a question with negative words, re-phrase the answer so it comes out positive and hopeful. 
Key Media Messages: 27 words – 3 messages – 9 seconds 

Disasters are media events
· We need them to be there. Sometimes the members of the media will be at a scene before First Responders.

· There is no national broadcast system: no civil defense system, so the media needs to get the messages out to the public.

· Give media the message for protective actions we want the public to take. 

· The media know their audience and how to reach them.

· Work with the media when they need us so we can get the accurate information out to the public.

Timeline after Crisis 

10-12 hours

· Offer only what you know as fact  

· DO NOT speculate. You may lose credibility. 

· Offer an official statement: Who, What, When, Where and How.

· Designate a media set-up call number for media only/or a designated spot at the command post for media.

· NEVER SAY “NO COMMENT”

12-24 hours

· Develop a media briefing schedule (such as: 10 AM and 2 PM daily) with the understanding that breaking news could be reported in between.

· Allow time for questions from media. Do not react to media comments or accusations, etc. Only answer questions with facts. 

24-36 hours

· If the national media is involved, DO NOT FORGET THE LOCAL MEDIA. 
· Don’t let rumors start. Announce the bad news yourself. Focus on the positive as much as possible.

Public Information Office may want to carry all media contact information at all times. Develop good relations all year long so that when a disaster occurs, communication is easy. 
Command Post 

· A command post should be developed as soon as possible. The media will expect one. 

· Be media friendly. Prepare for them at the command post. Allow a space for them to set up. We can rope it off, but we need to try to accommodate them. Electric supply? 
· Keep the media comfortable. Provide tables, tent awning, drinks and food if possible. 

Response Officials
· It’s not your job to feed stories to the media
· Tell media if you need their help

· Give all reporters equal access — make it fair

· Require media ID tags — we can provide them if necessary 

· Do not hold grudges against reporters

· Do not discount local media if national media are involved

· Give media something to do — how can they help educate the public? (such as: blood drive, collect clothes, food, blankets…etc)

Before Releasing Information to Media 

· Do we have the information?
· Who is the qualified spokesperson to give this message?

· Security — is the information classified?

· Accuracy — is the information verified? 

· Policy — Can the information be release? Get approval

How to Alert the Media 
· Press Conference 
· Telephone conference (CDC uses it) 
· Email, phone, fax

· Web site 

News Releases
· Prepare a one-page fact sheet

· Think of these as “press updates”

· Answer the 5 W’s (who, what, when, where, why) 

· Be quick and accurate


Don’t react to media without thought: Be prepared – Know your facts

Media Mistakes

· If a reporter makes an error, discuss how to handle it — letter to the editor? Correction? Apology? 

· If there is an error, call the reporter first to discuss it. 

· Know what you want to say. 

· Never speak to them with an angry voice. 

· Build bridges with the media all the time so they know you. 

· Develop good working relationships

Get the message out. Choose the best method.

· Media

· Face-to-face

· Town meeting
· Fact sheet

· Newsletter

· Open house: for non-pressing issues

Public meetings can easily turn hostile, especially if the public was not notified about an issue that affects them (such as an outbreak). PH credibility can be destroyed. Rather, small meetings with information distributed is best. 
10 Deadly Sins of Communication 
1. Appear unprepared. Show confidence 
2. Handling questions improperly

3. Apologize for yourself or your organization

4. Not knowing “knowable” information

5. Unprofessional use of audiovisuals

6. Seeming to be off schedule

7. Not involving partners/ participants 

8. Not establishing a rapport with media 

9. Appearing unorganized

10. Providing inaccurate information

+

Q: Where does BOH fit in? 

A: Difficult to answer. Some BOH are active, some inactive.

People will judge our message

· Speed counts

· Facts: are they accurate? 

· Are we a trusted source?

A good phrase to repeat during time of crisis: 
“We are all in this together.”

Initial message must be:
· Short

· Relevant

· Include action steps

· Repeated several times 

If you want people to remain calm, tell them, “Remain calm.”

Don’t say “Don’t panic.” Don’t put negative words in their minds.

Do Not use jargon

Do Not be judgmental

Do Not make promises you cannot keep

Do not use humor during a crisis

Do not speculate, even when reporters ask you to speculate. “What’s the worst that can happen? Don’t speculate on that, especially at the beginning.

Do Not repeat a rumor when asked about one. Don’t even say those same words. 
Spokesperson: why designate one? 

· To show that our organization is not “faceless”

· It helps to connect with the audience. Even if the spokesperson only reads a statement
· It takes practice to become an effective spokesperson
· Spokesperson doesn’t just read a statement – spokesperson is the statement 
Role of Spokesperson
· Be honest, but don’t over-reassure the public
· Explain that a process is in place

· Answer about the risks but always include possible solutions

· Give people things to do (blood drive, collect food, blankets, clothing, etc)

· Consider the “what if questions”

· Be your organization. Then, be yourself

· Stay within the scope of your responsibility

· Follow-up on issues

· Expect criticism

· Have handouts when possible

· Do not express personal opinions

· Discuss what you KNOW, not what you THINK 
A good phrase to use during a crisis:

“There are good people working on this right now”
The highest crisis probability we face

1. Tornado
2. Hazardous chemical spill (I-35 or train) 

3. Disease 

SARS is simply a bad form of pneumonia. It got a lot of attention because it’s new and sounded exotic.

Bio terrorism and Terrorism

Public Health will have new communication partners in response to terrorism.

Public and media react differently from accident vs terrorism.

Medical and Public Health systems are first to detect bio terrorism.

Always remember that terrorist have one goal: to create public panic. 

Plan your policy now.

Personal coping skills for our staff during a crisis: 

1. Eat nutritious meals

2. Take brief mental breaks from the crisis 

3. Avoid caffeine and fast food

4. Remember that people’s emotions are high

5. Have our team take breaks when necessary 

The public oftentimes gets overly concerned about events that will most likely never happen to them. ��Example: �# kids killed by soccer goals that tipped over on them when they were hanging on them = 23 


# deaths due to transportation of nuclear materials =  ZERO 


People have an outrage over nuclear facilities being built, but they have no outrage over soccer goals. 








Another example:


# deaths from TWA plane crash = 230 people = public outrage. Lots of media attention. 


# cancer deaths every two weeks in Iowa = 242 = no public outrage. No media attention. 
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