
Radiological Risk and Emergency 
Communications

Health Physics Society Mid Year Meeting

Albuquerque

Radiological Risk and Emergency 
Communications

Health Physics Society Mid Year Meeting

Albuquerque

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication

Albuquerque

January 25, 2010

Dr. Vincent T. Covello
Director

Center for Risk Communication
New York, New York
Tel. (917) 270-5280

Email: vincentcovello@ix.netcom.com
vcovello@centerforriskcommunication.org

Patricia A. Milligan
Senior Advisor Preparedness and Response

US Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Washington DC  20555

Patricia milligan@nrc gov

Albuquerque

January 25, 2010

Dr. Vincent T. Covello
Director

Center for Risk Communication
New York, New York
Tel. (917) 270-5280

Email: vincentcovello@ix.netcom.com
vcovello@centerforriskcommunication.org

Patricia A. Milligan
Senior Advisor Preparedness and Response

US Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Washington DC  20555

Patricia milligan@nrc gov



Project ObjectiveProject Objective

“To conduct a comprehensive review 
of the 

research and practitioner literature

“To conduct a comprehensive review 
of the 

research and practitioner literatureresearch and practitioner literature 
on 

best practice

in 

radiation risk and emergency 
communication.”

research and practitioner literature 
on 

best practice

in 

radiation risk and emergency 
communication.”

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication



DefinitionDefinition

Risk: “a threat of loss, real or 
perceived, to that which we value.”

Risk: “a threat of loss, real or 
perceived, to that which we value.”

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication



DefinitionDefinition

Risk: “a threat of loss, real or 
perceived, to that which we value.”

Risk: “a threat of loss, real or 
perceived, to that which we value.”

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication

Risk Communication: “the exchange of 
information about risks.”
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information about risks.”
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George A. Miller (Department of 
Psychology, Princeton University)
The Psychological Review, 1956, vol. 63, 
pp. 81-97
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“Five Essential Elements of Immediate and Mid-
Term Mass Trauma Intervention: Empirical 
Evidence,”  Psychiatry, 70(4): 2007
Authors: Steven Hobfoll et. al.
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on the positive (Negative Dominance Theory)

• the gaps between risk perceptions and 
reality often become wider (Risk Perception 
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1. Trustworthy sources

2. Large benefits
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Untrustworthy sources

Few or unclear benefits
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C t ll d b th
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3. Under one’s control

4. Voluntary
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6. Natural origin
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in first 9-30 
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Empathy/Compassion
50%

Competence/
Expertise 
15-20%

Honesty/ 
Openness 

15-20%

All
Other Factors

15-20% 
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(Caring, Conviction, Optimism)
==================
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(Caring, Actions, Perspective) 
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(Caring, Sharing, Sharing)

==================
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(Caring, Sharing, Sharing)



TemplatesTemplates

• Rule of 3

• 27/9/3

• Rule of 3

• 27/9/3

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication



TemplatesTemplates

• Rule of 3 Template: 

All risk communication messaging in 
threes

• Rule of 3 Template: 

All risk communication messaging in 
threes

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication

threes

• 27/9/3 Template: 

Key messages expressed in 

27 words, 9 seconds, 3 messages

threes

• 27/9/3 Template: 

Key messages expressed in 

27 words, 9 seconds, 3 messages



Risk Communication: 

Core Principles

When people are concerned, stressed, 
or upset: 

Risk Communication: 

Core Principles

When people are concerned, stressed, 
or upset: 

Copyright, Dr. V Covello, Center for Change/Risk Communication

they often have difficulty hearing, 
understanding, and remembering 
information.

they often have difficulty hearing, 
understanding, and remembering 
information.



Risk Communication: 
Mental Noise

Risk Communication: 
Mental Noise

0 100
20%

0 100

Mental noise can 
reduce

the ability to process
information by up to 
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4) Develop key messages consistent with 
risk communication principles

5) Develop supporting information
6) Conduct testing
7) Plan for delivery
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“ 205 Most Frequently Asked Questions 
Following a Water Security or Water 
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(USEPA, “Effective Risk Communication 
during Water Security Emergencies” 
EPA/600/R-07/027)
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evacuation, sheltering in place, health 
and safety, KI, and economic impacts)
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Overarching
Message Map

West Nile 
Virus Map

Key Message
“Remove   
Standing Water”

Key Message
“Wear Protective 
Clothing”

Key Message
“Use Insect 
Repellent”

1 1 2 1 3 1
Unattended Long Sleeves DEET
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1.1

1.3

1.2

2.1

2.2

2.3

3.1

3.2

:
3.3

swimming 
pools

Long Sleeves

Cup of Water

Flower 
Pots/Bird 

Baths

Long Pants

Dusk and 
Dawn

23%

Medical 
Research
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time can protect people from exposure to 
radiation. 
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of up to 80% compared to those who are 
outdoors and unsheltered.

– People who shelter in place should listen to a 
radio or television station for updates, close all 
windows and doors, close exterior vents, and 
turn off heating and air conditioning 
equipment using outside air.
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windows and doors, close exterior vents, and 
turn off heating and air conditioning 
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sharpening my axe.” 
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two weeks to prepare an 

impromptu speech.” 

“It takes me an average of           
two weeks to prepare an 

impromptu speech.” 
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