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Are you planning to go on a 
cruise ship trip anytime soon?



RISK ASSESMENT 
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RISK PERCEPTION
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RISK PERCEPTION
THE SUBJECTIVE JUDGMENT THAT PEOPLE MAKE ABOUT 
THE CHARACTERISTICS AND SEVERUTY OF RISK

Combination of knowledge and emotion

Often not in agreement with actual risk

Basis for much of how we act



SCIENCE BEHIND 
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• The pathogen is not new

• Serious infection but low public health threat

• Human-to-human transmission is rare

• Long incubation period 



CHALLENGES 
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• The pathogen is not new

• Serious infection but low public health threat

• Human-to-human transmission is rare

• Long incubation period 



MYTH & FALSE INFO
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• This is a new pandemic 

• False treatments 

• Side effect of COVID-19 vaccine

• Staged crisis 



HOW DO WE KNOW ALL THIS?
SOCIAL LISTENING IS…

…an important tool for understanding people’s 
views, perceptions and concerns and for 
informing overall emergency response

…an active process of taking in, observing, 
and interpreting a variety of signals

…the basis of impactful risk communication 
interventions
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EARLY AND TRANSPARENT

do not wait to have all information in 

place. say what you know now and 
what you do not know 
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ACCESSIBLE
make information available through 

the channels your audience uses

START WITH LISTENING
we conducted social listening in all affected 

countries to understand people’s concerns, 

needs and risk perception 

RELEVANT
know your audience; target and motivate 
audiences based on the points of their 
concerns

MEET YOUR AUDIENCE  
WHERE THEY ARE

Dr Tedros direct message to the 
people Tenerife “cut through the 
noise”

ACTIONABLE
why are you communicating with your audience? 
what chage in them do you want to see?

RISK COMMUNICATION 



The unknown unknows

Rumsfeld Ignorance Management Matrix - diagram Michael O'Donnell
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ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN STATEMENTS ABOUT RISK

ARE ALMOST BY DEFINITION MISTAKEN. LIKE ANY SCIENTIFIC 

STATEMENT, A RISK STATEMENT MUST ALWAYS BE QUALIFIED 

IN PRINCIPLE BY THE POSSIBILITY OF NEW DATA -
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Peter Sandman
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Articulate what is known 
and what is unknown,

acknowledging the uncertainty.



A study from the Royal Society found that not 
acknowledging or adequately uncertainty 
could lead to unwarranted weight being put

decision-making, and that stating uncertainty 
did not necessarily correlate with reductions in 
trust

SOURCE

A recent Nuffield Foundation study showed 
that expressing certain terms of

uncertainty such as ‘estimated’, and
on certain pieces of evidence in the process of communicating a range of possible figures

did not negatively affect the reception of 
data, and could indeed increase trust

SOURCE
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INITIAL EVIDENCE IS WEAK

YOUR GUIDANCE IS BASED ON IT

EVIDENCE EVOLVES

YOUR GUIDANCE CHANGES

CREDIBILITY DROPS DUE TO 
PERCEPTION OF INCONSISTENCY
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COMMUNICATING UNCERTAINTY
BE HONEST ABOUT WHAT YOU DO NOT KNOW

Current evidence indicates that… 
It is expected that…

We are sure that…

Label your messages with the caution 
that it is based on what you know at 
that point in time.

Don’t use absolutes
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COMMUNICATING UNCERTAINTY
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BE HONEST ABOUT WHAT YOU DO NOT KNOW

Where appropriate, point out 
explicitly that you are not confident

Do not speculate about future scenarios 
that might or might not happen

Say what you are doing to find out about 
what you do not know.

Show your distress at having to be 
tentative – and acknowledge people’s 
desire for certainty

Explain how uncertainty affects precaution- 
taking

Use conditional instead of future tenses: “it 
should/might be” instead of “it will”



Thank you

For more information, please contact: 

Olha Izhyk
Risk Communication Officer 

izhyko@who.int

mailto:izhyko@who.int
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