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VOLUME  5,  NUMBER  1,   AUGUST 2005

FROM THE EDITOR
Robin Swindell

Hello from the new chapter
committee and from your solo
editor. A big thanks to last year’s
committee, including my former
co-editor, Jean, for a great year
which saw – amongst other things
– the start of our chapter online
bulletin board, the continuation of
the salary survey, and our chapter’s
success in the international STC
competitions. Well done everyone.

We hope this year will be equally
successful. The call for submissions
for this year’s competition has just
gone out – see the article on page 4
for more details. We are also
running the salary survey again, so
look for the results later this year.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
Ray Archee

Let me say hello from my chair as the new President of the Australian
Chapter of STC. After being a member for the past 8 years, it is an honour
to preside over this community of members, spread all over Australia. We
have a brand new executive committee, which has been elected to office
since the last newsletter. The new committee is: Michelle Hallett (Past
President), Myra Gurney (Secretary) and Allan Charlton (Meetings), Marcia
Bascombe (Treasurer), Rhonda Bracey (Webmaster), Kirsty Taylor
(Membership) and Robin Swindell (Newsletter). Myra and Allan are new
executive members and I heartily welcome them to the committee.
However, we are still missing a Vice-President, so if any of you wish to step
forward, now is the time.

At the last meeting in July, a number of projects were initiated, some of
which you may be able to help us with. We are trying to raise the profile of
professional/technical writing in Australia, and so embarking on a
consciousness raising campaign. We would like publish a series of articles in
the popular press, or perhaps place infomercials, which describe and
promote our profession. Any volunteers or suggestions for content and
publishing venues would be very welcome.

I put forward a proposal to research the history of the
professional/technical writing industry in Australia, and hope to get some
time off early next year to do this. I would be very interested in chatting to
anyone who has any information regarding this history. If this is not
documented in the near future, the history of a whole epoch will be lost to
us forever.

Rhonda Bracey is currently putting the finishing touches on the 2005 Salary
Survey. I have seen the instrument and would encourage you to participate
in this short questionnaire when it is launched. It will provide us with useful
information regarding our profession.

Have you all changed your web browsers to Firefox (www.mozilla.com)
yet? I promise that you will be pleasantly surprised if you do. Firefox works
the way the Web used to work 10 years ago, when life was not cluttered
with popups, spyware or viruses. Check out the next issue of Intercom for
more information on this great web browser.

All the best,
Ray Archee president@stc-aus.org.au

http://www.mozilla.com/
mailto:president@stc-aus.org.au


www.stc-aus.org.au

Page 2
AuSTCom Vol 5 No 1

STC AND CHAPTER NEWS

AUSTRALIA CHAPTER ELECTION
RESULTS

The STC Australia Chapter elections were held in May
and the results were as follows:

President – Ray Archee
Past-President – Michelle Hallett
Vice-President – Vacant
Secretary – Myra Gurney
Treasurer – Marcia Bascombe
Newsletter – Robin Swindell
Webmaster – Rhonda Bracey
Membership – Kirsty Taylor
Meetings – Allan Charlton
Competitions – Michelle Hallett

Our thanks to Ann Backhaus who supervised the
elections.

Please contact the president, Ray Archee, at
president@stc-aus.org.au if you are interested in
nominating for the Vice Presidency.

SALARY SURVEY

The Australian Chapter of the STC is pleased to
announce that we will be running a salary survey of
Australian technical communicators again this year.
Our Webmaster, Rhonda Bracey, is preparing the final
questionnaire to be run for one month from the early
September. Details of the survey will be announced
through the Chapter Membership and other mailing
lists. Results will be posted in a later edition of
AuSTCom and on the web site.

We encourage you to complete the survey as it's the
only Australian reference for employers and recruiting
agents to what is 'industry standard'. It's in our OWN
interests to make it as accurate as possible.

CHAPTER BULLETIN BOARD

For those who haven’t already done so, I would urge
you to have a look at our bulletin board, which is
accessible at: http://www.stc-aus.org.au/bbs/

2005 CHAPTER COMMITTEE MEETING

The annual face-to-face chapter committee meeting
was held on 16 July in Sydney, NSW at the home of
former president (and recent “Best of Show in
Technical Art” winner), Colin Dawson. Even though
Colin has decided to take a break from committee work
after holding various positions since the beginning of
the Australian chapter, he generously offered the use of
his home for the meeting. Many thanks go to Colin and
his wife Susie for their hospitality and for their
wonderful lunch.

As a chapter with a large geographical area to cover and
with many committee members from across the
country, the committee meets once a year to discuss
the budget and plan events for the coming year. One
event planned for this year is another virtual chapter
meeting in the near future. Stay tuned for more details.

Your committee at work.
Clockwise from front: Myra Gurney, Robin Swindell, Rhonda
Bracey, Michelle Hallett, Allan Charlton, Marcia Bascombe,

Kirsty Taylor, and Ray Archee

FREE ACCESS TO AUSTCOM

At the recent chapter committee meeting, the
committee decided that our chapter newsletter,
AuSTCom, should be openly available to all visitors of
our web site. Previously, the newsletter was published
in the members’ only section. Check out the newsletter
at:
http://www.stc-aus.org.au/members_newsletters.htm

mailto:president@stc-aus.org.au
http://www.stc-aus.org.au/bbs/
http://www.stc-aus.org.au/members_newsletters.htm
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TREASURER’S REPORT FOR 2004-2005
Michelle Hallett

Amount in STC account end June 2004 $5,669.97

Expenditure Income
date purpose amount date purpose amount
7-Jul 2003 Student prize $250.00
31-Jul 2004 Committee meeting $1,000.00 8-Oct Comp entry $1,385.00
20-Sep Survey fee $114.00 total $1,385.00
27-Sep Web hosting $339.60
8-Nov Domain name $20.00
8-Feb Competition costs $200.55

Govt debits tax $6.50

Payments from the STC
8-Nov $1,021.76
4-Mar $998.18

total $2,019.94

total $1,730.65 total $2,990.57
Surplus $1,674.29

Amount in STC account end June 2005 $7,344.26

TOOLS I CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT
Rhonda Bracey

ScreenRuler

This very handy little application allows you to measure
anything on your screen -- vertically and horizontally -- in
whatever measurement unit you want. For example,
when I'm coding HTML or CSS, I need to know the size
(in pixels) of graphics, windows, margins, line widths,
etc., and when I'm doing screen captures (static or
moving) using applications such as SnagIt, Captivate, and
so on, it's handy to be able to set the window size to an
exact dimension.

ScreenRuler can sit on top of your other applications, and
you can move it around to measure various objects on
your screen. You can flip it to take horizontal or vertical
measurements, and in the latest version, you can even use
it to determine angles between objects.

Available from http://www.microfox.com; shareware;
cost $24.95 US

If you have a tool you can’t live without, let us know by
e-mailing the newsletter editor at newsletter@stc-
aus.org.au.

http://www.microfox.com/
mailto:newsletter@stc-aus.org.au
mailto:newsletter@stc-aus.org.au
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HOW TO ENTER THE STC AUSTRALIA
CHAPTER COMPETITION

2005-2006 competition: Entries accepted between
September 1 and October 15, 2005

Entries are eligible for awards and each entry will
receive a peer critique whether it wins an award or not.
The goal of the competition is to recognise and
encourage excellence in technical communication.

Competition Categories

The 2005-2006 STC Australia Chapter Competition
includes three separate competitions:

• Online Communication (6 sub-categories)
• Technical Publications (18 sub-categories)
• Technical Art (17 sub-categories)

For details about these competitions and categories,
download the STC Australia Chapter Competition
Entry Form from our web site:
http://www.stc-aus.org.au

When do I have to submit my entry?

Starting with the 2005-2006 competition we will be
trialling fixed competition dates:

• Competition entries accepted from: September 1

• Closing date for early bird entries: September 30

• Final date for all entries: October 15

Because of the time taken for judging and the deadlines
of the international STC competition, we cannot
accept late entries. If your work is not yet completed,
but you expect it to be ready by October 15 submit an
early bird entry letting us know that it is coming.

Who can enter?

Anyone can enter. You do not have to be a member of
STC to enter the competitions. You can enter work as
an individual or team member, on behalf of a colleague,
or on behalf of your company.

What can be entered?

An entry is valid for competition as long as it is:
• Technical. The work must contain sufficient

technical, scientific, medical, or similar content to
qualify as technical communication.

• Recent. The work must have been produced or
substantially revised in the 24 months before
September 1st.

• Original. The work must have been originally
prepared for and accepted for publication by a
client, employer, or publisher.

For more details on eligibility, download the Call for
Entries document from our web site at
http://www.stc-aus.org.au

Does it cost anything to enter?

Yes, there is a small fee required for EACH entry
submitted. If you're an STC member, you get a
discount! The fees for the 2005-2006 competition are
the same as last year - they are:

• Early bird entries and STC members: $55.00
AUD

• Non-STC members and general entries: $65.00
AUD

NOTE: If you want to submit an entry, but it isn't quite
finished, submit your paperwork early to qualify for the
early bird entry fee.

Where do I send my entry and fee?

For the Technical Art and Online Communication
competitions, send entries and fees to:

Michelle Hallett
2 Baldwin Close
Blackwall NSW 2256

For the Technical Publications competition, send
entries and fees to:

Rhonda Bracey
PO Box 318
South Perth WA 6951

For further enquiries for ALL competitions, contact
Michelle on 0404 892 369 or e-mail her at
competitions@stc-aus.org.au

Cheques should be made payable to "STC Australia
Chapter"; electronic bank transfers can be accepted -
contact competitions@stc-aus.org.au for details.

http://www.stc-aus.org.au/
http://www.stc-aus.org.au/
mailto:competitions@stc-aus.org.au
mailto:competitions@stc-aus.org.au
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CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS
Call for participants for a university study of
productivity and effectiveness metrics used in technical
communication, corporate communication, and training

ABOUT THIS STUDY One of the most vexing
questions facing managers who produce communication
and learning materials for the workplace is: “How can I
demonstrate that my department does quality work, so
our employer continues to invest in this work?” This
funded study, conducted by a researcher from
Concordia University, in Montreal, Quebec, is intended
to shed some insights into this.

Specifically, this study is a survey of the way that
managers of technical communication, corporate
communication, and training departments report the
productivity and effectiveness of their groups to
management. The survey has four parts. The first asks
some demographic questions. The second part asks
about the productivity metrics used in your group and
how you report them. The third part asks about general
effectiveness metrics that used and how you report
them. The last part asks about effectiveness metrics in
the specific discipline(s) that you manage.

The survey is conducted online and takes between 30
and 40 minutes to complete. All results are kept
confidential.

If they provide us with contact information, participants
may receive the preliminary report of the study. The
final report is intended for publication in a research
journal.

WHO IS ELIGIBLE TO PARTICIPATE Managers
of technical communication, corporate communication,
and training groups.

WHEN TO PARTICIPATE The survey is open
August 8 through September 8, 2005.

HOW TO PARTICIPATE Visit the following web
address:
http://www.hostedsurvey.com/takesurvey.asp?c=PEM
_Jul_05

QUESTIONS: Please contact the primary investigator,
Saul Carliner at saul.carliner@education.concordia.ca or
saul.carliner@sympatico.ca.

EUREKA! THE RELATIONSHIP OF GOOD
SCIENCE WRITING TO RISK
COMMUNICATION
Anton Holland

Reprinted in its entirety from the proceedings of the 51st

STC conference materials:
http://www.stc.org/51stConf/sesMaterials.asp

Anton Holland is Vice-President of NIVA Inc., an
Ottawa communications firm specializing in technical
and scientific communications for both the public and
private sectors. Anton is also Director of Science
Communication and a member of the firm’s risk
communications team.

Anton Holland
Vice-President
Director, Scientific Communication
NIVA Inc.
300–30 Murray Street
Ottawa, ON,
K1N 5M4 Canada
(613) 737-6000 ext. 334

This paper investigates the importance of science
writing in helping members of the public understand
current scientific issues that affect their daily lives so
that they can make informed decisions concerning risk.
The knowledge gap that exists in the realm of
communicating scientific concepts to general audiences
is described, covering the effectiveness of the various
modes in which scientific communication is delivered to
the general public.

SCIENTIFIC COMMUNICATION AND THE
PUBLIC

Science permeates modern life. While our daily lives are
governed by the results of scientific research and its
application, science is often viewed from the perspective
of the Scientific American article, the short, amusing
story on the newspaper’s weekend science page, or the
latest Animal Planet episode on the Discovery Channel.

Science writing isn’t just an interesting genre, it fills the
massive information gap between what scientists do and
know, and what the public understands. While vast
amounts of public funds are spent by governments on a
multitude of research programs, only a small subset of
the public is sufficiently knowledgeable about the
science and technology that is involved in public policy
debates to make informed decisions.

http://www.hostedsurvey.com/takesurvey.asp?c=PEM_Jul_05
http://www.hostedsurvey.com/takesurvey.asp?c=PEM_Jul_05
mailto:saul.carliner@education.concordia.ca
mailto:saul.carliner@sympatico.ca
http://www.stc.org/51stConf/sesMaterials.asp
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Scientific Literacy

Modern society begs for easily consumable scientific
communication. Certainly, the type of scientific
communication that we encounter on a day-to-day basis
has a role to play in popularizing the important, yet
often esoteric, basic scientific work that is performed to
improve human existence or gain a greater
understanding of the universe in which we exist. But
clearly that is not enough. The rate at which scientific
developments are occurring is expanding far ahead of
the average scientific literacy curve.

This knowledge gap is extensive. For example, a study
on scientific literacy by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), whose
members include 30 of the world’s most technologically
advanced countries, indicated that slightly over 10
percent of the population in industrialized countries has
a good understanding of scientific concepts and
methods (8).

The implications of this knowledge gap are staggering.
The OECD study shows that only one in ten citizens in
the world’s most technologically advanced countries
would be able to follow, let alone participate in a
discussion about a controversy involving a scientific or
technical issue. This knowledge gap is at its most critical
when the public is expected to assess levels of risk to
their own health and safety based on the scientific
information they have at hand.

These considerations also extend to the closely related
area of health illiteracy. A report produced by the
Institute of Medicine indicates that almost half of the
adult population of the United States—about 90 million
American adults—have difficulty understanding and
acting upon health information. Furthermore, about 40
million have difficulty finding information in newspaper
articles, editorials, medicine labels, forms, or charts (7).

The Need for Science-Based Risk Communication

Exacerbating the problem is the fact that people are
often exposed to quick bits of scientific information
from many sources. There is no guarantee as to the
accuracy of this information, and the pieces from
different sources are often contradictory. Such
widespread scientific illiteracy means that a huge
percentage of adults lack the basic skills necessary to
meet even the simplest demands of twenty-first century
society.

For example, people are starting to make decisions
about whether they should consume genetically
modified foods, yet have all of the issues surrounding
them been accurately and dispassionately conveyed?
While political and economic interests always play a role,
those who stand to gain from the acceptance of such

technologies— as well as their detractors—should not
be the only ones who provide information on which
such determinations of risk are based. The information
from such sources is often slanted to convince a worried
public there is nothing to fear or, alternatively, to
generate a backlash, or feed constant fear and concern
(e.g., news reports on SARS, BSE, West Nile Virus). A
key problem is insufficient explanation of technical,
engineering, and scientific factors (5). Industry, along
with public institutions, has an important role to play in
communicating risk so that people understand facts in
ways that are relevant to their own lives and values. This
will allow them to put the risk in perspective to make
more informed choices and decisions.

The modern health system makes complex demands on
health consumers. Individuals are increasingly expected
to assume new roles in seeking information,
understanding a variety of risks, and making health
decisions for themselves and those for whom they are
responsible. What underlies such expectations, however,
are broad and faulty assumptions about people’s
knowledge and skills (7). On the whole, most people are
very capable when it comes to dealing with most aspects
of their lives; many however, may find science-based
information difficult to obtain, understand, and use. For
example, while farmers may be able to use fertilizers
effectively, they may not understand the safety
information provided with the fertilizer.

It has long been understood that without methods to
mitigate scientific illiteracy, widespread and lasting
benefits from scientific advances will be greatly
diminished over the long run. This is also true for the
public’s ability to understand and manage risk
effectively. Scientific and technical issues that involve
situations that present even the smallest hazard require
the communication of easily consumable information to
allow people to make rational, supportable decisions.
This, in a nutshell, is the basis of effective risk
communication: scientists must communicate scientific
evidence clearly, and government agencies or industry
organizations must inform people about safety
considerations, regulations, and policy measures (10).
Somewhere along the line, concerned citizens decide to
what extent they are willing to accept the associated
risks.

RISK COMMUNICATION

Risk, like science, also permeates modern life. The
public is bombarded with news about risk from all
quarters on a daily basis. There are risks associated with
food safety, infectious disease, and the use of
technology. There are risks associated with our chosen
lifestyles, including types of transportation, diet,
engaging in dangerous sports, smoking, and so on.
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What Is Risk Communication?

Good science-based risk communication provides the
tools needed to make informed lifestyle decisions. Risk
communication is the process of communicating
responsibly and effectively about the risk factors
associated with industrial technologies, natural hazards,
and human activities. When done well, risk
communication builds mutual respect between an
organization and the target groups with which it is
communicating (4). It allows the messages that your
organization releases to be respected, even if there is
disagreement.

Risk communication is not a method to be used to
convince a worried public that there is nothing to fear, a
means to avoid conflict situations, or a way to end
dialogue on risk situations as soon as possible and get
them out of the way. Risk communication is also not a
public relations exercise. Risks worry people; giving
them “feel good” messages is not only an ineffective
tactic, it may even be offensive depending on the
seriousness of the situation. The long-term goal of
effective risk communication is to ensure that your
organization becomes a highly preferred source of
reliable and believable information (4). Science-based
risk communication cannot solve all problems or
resolve all conflict, even if it is used effectively.
However, if such communication is handled poorly, or
is absent entirely, almost certain failure of any risk
management initiative will result.

How Risk Is Assessed

An important aspect of good science-based risk
communication is understanding the differences
between the ways experts assess risk and the way that
the public perceives risk.

While experts rely on objective viewpoints and analysis
to put hazards into the greater context of a situation,
public assessment of risk often leads to outrage (9).
Many factors influence a person’s decision to accept or
reject a risk. People perceive risks as negligible,
acceptable, tolerable, or unacceptable in comparison to
perceived benefits. But one of the most significant
factors is an individual’s perception of his or her ability
to control the risk in question. When people feel that
they do not have control, public response is generally
shaped by the influence of external factors such as
available scientific information, coverage in the media,
other forms of information dissemination, the economic
situation of the individual, and the structure of any
associated regulatory processes (10). The scientific
communicator has a key role to play in ensuring that
information influences are not biased, and that members
of the public have the tools required to make a balanced
judgment.

Responsibilities for Risk Communication

Governments have a fundamental responsibility for risk
communication when managing public health risks,
regardless of the management methods used (3). This
comes with the added responsibility to communicate
information about risks at a level of understanding
acceptable to everyone involved.

Industry and government routinely exchange
information when setting standards or obtaining
approvals for new products, technologies, or
manufacturing processes. As a result, industry has a key
role to play in all aspects of risk analysis, and should
therefore be relied upon by government as a key source
of information (3). Industry must also work closely with
government to ensure that risk communication is
carried out effectively; in fact, industry has an explicit
duty to engage in good risk communication (4).

Governments at all levels also forge alliances with
nongovernmental and non-industry stakeholders.
Membership in such alliances also places responsibility
on participating groups to be honest brokers of risk
communication to the communities of interest that they
represent.

Technical Content

While not always recognized from under the shadows
cast by scientists, legal advisers, politicians, and public
spokespersons, science writers have, by far, the most
pivotal role in science-based risk communication. If
communication efforts are to succeed, tremendous
effort must be applied to render all of the scientific
elements of risk communication messages into language
that is understandable by the audiences that are targeted.
Content developers must ensure that they communicate
in a manner that will be easily understood and that will
enable the public to gain the proper perspective on the
issue at hand. If these aspects are not considered in the
development of risk communications, organizations run
the risk of cumulative damage to their institutional
credibility resulting from warnings that fail to warn and
advice that is discounted.

Scientific Translation

To engender trust in the general public, messages must
be clear, consistent, and free of the pitfalls to
understanding that purely technical language can create.
A key element is ensuring that scientific information is
translated into language that is understandable by a
broad group of members of the general public. There is
a threshold, however, beyond which the simplification
of information loses its usefulness. Addressing this
challenge may require a number of different approaches
towards presenting information, since oversimplification
will introduce problems that may negate the value of the
messages and information being issued. For example, in
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the case where a regulatory body must issue an advisory
to the public, the main directive to the target audience—
the actions the audience is being warned to take or not
to take—should be understandable by all audience
levels; the detailed reasoning behind the directive should
be understandable to at least an educated member of the
general public. In keeping with this approach,
uncertainties must be reported honestly in qualitative
terms, quantitative terms, or both. Uncertainties should
not be minimized, but presented in the overall context
of the particular risk.

Messages may need to be communicated to audiences
along a continuum that ranges from those with little or
no ability to consume scientific information to those
who can be termed as “educated laypersons.” In the
area of health, for example, an educated layperson is an
individual who attempts to maintain a basic level of
awareness of issues that can affect his or her health, and
who understands the basic principles of science.

Writing for any audience along this continuum is
commonly misrepresented as “dumbing down”
information. On the contrary, it involves a balance
between simplifying a scientific concept while
maintaining its technical integrity. Depending on the
specific subject, its initial level of complexity, and the
range of audiences to which the information must be
communicated, achieving this balance can be a difficult
but critical task.

Plain Language

Plain language principles should be adhered to
whenever possible. Underlying plain language writing is
the principle that information should be written and
organized as clearly as possible without compromising
its accuracy.

To engage readers of science-based risk communication
materials, a conversational tone should be used. A tone
that is too familiar or colloquial should be avoided,
however, as this harms the credibility of the message.
Short, simple sentences keep readers focused, but clarity
should not be sacrificed to either sentence length or
simplicity. Paragraphs should be focused on a single
idea. Terms should be used consistently, and the clearest
words possible used. Complex words, no matter how
precise, may need to be replaced by several simpler
words. Technical or specialist terms and complicated
ideas must be explained.

Using Probabilities and Numerical Data

Probabilities associated with risk may be employed in
risk communication materials. Experts and the public
alike are subject to biases when assessing probabilities.
When using probabilities, perceived messages will
depend on whether they are presented in absolute or
relative terms. For example, in absolute terms the

probability of an event occurring could be expressed as
increasing from 5% to 10%. In relative terms, the
probability has doubled. Doubling the probability
sounds much more alarming than an increase of 5%,
when in fact the actual numbers are the same.

When new information is provided to a general
audience, baseline probabilities are often forgotten; what
the audience focuses on is the probability’s rate of
change. While relative risks can be made to sound more
interesting, they can seriously mislead the reader if the
baseline risk is not made clear.

Presentation can also influence the understanding of a
message when numerical data is used. For example, data
that is used to indicate possible numbers of illnesses that
may occur in a population will be interpreted in a
completely different way if presented in terms of the
number of people who will not become ill.

Risk Comparisons

Sometimes, comparisons of risk are used to help target
audiences gain a better understanding of the risk they
are being expected to assess. The idea is that the risk
comparison provides a familiar point of reference.
There is much debate over the effectiveness of this
approach and whether it falsely influences decision
making. If risk comparisons are used, however, a
voluntary exposure (e.g., smoking) should never be
compared to an involuntary exposure (e.g., air
pollution), as such comparisons will be offensive to
most readers.

OBSTACLES

There are a number of obstacles that get in the way of
effective science-based risk communication. The
process itself, communicator’s understanding of the
makeup of their audiences, scientific uncertainty, and
trust all present challenges for the risk communicator.

The Communication Process

The process involved in communicating about science
poses significant challenges for risk communicators.
Policy-makers and scientists are often reluctant to
present the public with complex, technical or scientific
information, as the firm belief is that it will be
misunderstood or misinterpreted (1).

Peer-reviewed journals may be primary sources of
information on any given scientific topic, but such
information is both physically and intellectually
inaccessible to most people. As a result, without other
alternatives, public consumers will rely on the media to
obtain information on controversial issues. Depending
on the history of industry/media interactions on a given
topic, this may also lead to an overemphasis of some
aspects and inadequate coverage of others.
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Public information officers, particularly in government
research and regulatory organizations, require sufficient
training to deal with controversial issues that arise over
science-based issues. An effective science
communication infrastructure must be in place to
support those who are on the front lines of an issue.

Understanding the “General Public”

The “general public” is frequently misinterpreted to be a
homogeneous group. In fact, the public consists of a
number of stakeholder audiences from various ethnic
and language groups with varying abilities to consume
scientific and technical information, different values
concerning the perception of risk, and various biases.
This can make the task of developing appropriate
content for warnings and advisories challenging. An
attempt should be made at the outset to gain some
understanding of the makeup of the groups most likely
to be affected by the information.

To meet the needs of a diverse group of information
consumers, messages may need to be targeted
appropriately. For example, if a detailed description of
the reasoning behind a determination of risk is included
and written in a manner that is understandable by
educated members of the general public, key elements
can be extracted and presented in a manner that will
penetrate a wider group more deeply.

Scientific Uncertainty

How everyone involved in the process, from researchers
to public consumers, understand various risks affects
the job of the risk communicator. When risks are well
understood, predictable, and measurable—and when the
science behind the risk is clearly articulated in a manner
that suits the intended audience—communicating about
the risk itself can be fairly straightforward (2). However,
as science advances and we encounter unforeseen
situations, governments are called upon to inform the
public about risks that are unpredictable, and about
which there is disagreement among experts. Scientists
are generally reluctant to provide the public with
information when there is scientific uncertainty and
expert disagreement.

Scientific uncertainty is nothing new; but increasing
interest in this aspect of risk reflects a change in public
attitudes towards science, risk assessment, and decision
making about risk. The public has become increasingly
critical and often cynical about science and its ability to
estimate risk accurately. The public has learned from
experience that science can be wrong. Sometimes
science fails to provide the right answers. Scientists
appear to be losing stature in the public perception, and
public fears of scientists “playing God” can be seen in
the ethical dilemmas around new technologies such as
biotechnology (2). The prevailing view is that many

modern developments and innovations have proven to
be a two-edged sword; the public is tired of false
reassurances of safety and of decisions presented as
though they are relatively conclusive when fundamental
uncertainties still remain.

Trust

Increasing public awareness of issues that involve risks
to their health has been coupled with a decreasing sense
of trust in public officials, technical and scientific
experts, and industrial managers, especially in large
private and public businesses. Also, there is a strong
undercurrent that the pace of scientific and
technological change is too fast for governments to
manage (10).

Objectivity and Bias

There are a number of ways in which biases exert
themselves in risk communication and affect the real
and perceived accuracy of messages. These include

• real or perceived advocacy of a position not
consistent with careful assessment of the facts;

• reputation for deceit;
• misrepresentation or coercion;
• previous statements or positions that do not

support the current message; and
• self-serving framing of messages.

This problem is compounded when audiences receive
contradictory messages from other sources, and there is
actual or perceived professional incompetence and
impropriety within the organization (6). With new
technologies, public concerns are often centred on
issues of ethics than on risk.

Medical sources are generally seen as being more expert
and knowledgeable about risk and have greater freedom
to present information to the public. They are also seen
to have greater concern for public welfare, and have a
better record of providing good information.

SCIENCE-BASED RISK
COMMUNICATION: THE WAY FORWARD

All organizations involved in risk communication must
work towards a consistent and transparent approach to
their communication activities. While communication
strategies may differ for different issues and different
target audiences—particularly with respect to economic,
social, or cultural differences—it is the outcome that is
most important, that is, effectively communicated risk
information.

Openness and transparency in fact embody much more
than just the transfer of information and facts.
Partnerships with trusted sources to develop and
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disseminate messages are recommended as a means of
improving the credibility of risk messages.

While no one form of risk communication will satisfy
everyone, or every situation, organizations involved in
risk communication should adhere to the following
general principles:

• Analyze the audience to understand their
motivations and opinions.

• Involve scientific experts to provide information
on the process used in risk assessment, and to
explain their data, assumptions, and the
subjective judgments in which their assessments
are based.

• Establish sufficient expertise in communication,
since risk managers and technical experts
generally do not have the skill to carry out
complex risk communication tasks (e.g.,
preparing effective messages, responding to the
needs of various types of audiences).

• Be a credible source of information.
• Share responsibility for making sure that the

public understands risks and risk management
options among all stakeholder groups, including
government regulatory agencies, industry
organizations, public advocacy groups, and the
media.

• Separate facts from values.
• Ensure transparency through effective

consultation and two-way communication.
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