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Trust takes years to build, 
seconds to break, and 
forever to repair.

-unknown



Radiation and emotion 3



Perception of risk

Low Perceived Risk High Perceived Risk

Voluntary Involuntary

Under own control Under control of others

Familiar Unfamiliar

Personal Benefit Unknown/No Benefit

Random Direct

Immediate Effects Delayed Effects (future generations)

Known Risk Unknown Risk

Natural Origin Human Origin
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Adapted from V. Covello, P. Sandman, 2001
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“A brilliant scientific 
discourse is wasted if no one 
listens or understands it.”
-Journal of the American Medical Association



Communication is more than information.

 “Just the facts” won’t cut it—feelings count!
 Show you understand people’s health 

concerns.
 In a high-stress situation, your audience will 

wonder if they can trust you.
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Risk communication principles 7

 Explain the risk assessment 
process before presenting 
the numbers.

 Define and illustrate the 
routes of exposure.

 Define units and put data in 
perspective.

 Explain protective 
approach to risk assessment 
and standard setting.

www.epa.gov/Japan2011



 Be careful with comparisons.
 Don’t be too repetitive.
 Check for contradictory statements.
 Provide prioritized or staged instructions.

8Lessons learned from Fukushima & testing



Pre-scripted Messages

 ~90 questions and answers in 
each document

 Agreed upon by 14 federal 
agencies

 Posted publicly on the internet

 A resource for all levels of 
government
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More Pre-scripted Messages 10



Nuclear Detonation Social Media Messages

Topics include:
• Nuclear Attack Warning
• Immediate Safety Messages
• Decontamination
• Food and Water Guidance
• Medical Needs/Potassium Iodide
• Family and Children Concerns
• Evacuation
• Plume Maps and Fallout
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Infographics: Translated into 12 Languages

https://emergency.cdc.gov/radiation/resourc
elibrary/infographics.asp
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Videos

How to Protect Yourself in a Radiation Emergency
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Example question & answer

Q.45 How and why are you tracking people who have 
been exposed to radiation and radioactive material?

 Your local officials will set up community reception centers to check 
people for contamination with radioactive material and assist them 
with needed services and enter them into a registry {if indicated} for 
tracking and follow-up.

 The registry permits follow-up with people who need immediate health 
care and enables long-term monitoring for individuals who have been 
exposed to radiation.

From Communicating During and After a Nuclear Power Plant Incident, page 32
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The Tools are Publicly Available

https://www.epa.gov/radiation/pag-
public-communication-resources
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How to Communicate with Individuals

Compassion for 
the individual

Validation of 
their feelings

Commitment 
to their health


