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This toolkit is designed to assist those who are responding to or communicating about a 
public health threat, emergency or outbreak. It contains guidance and recommendations 
for effective risk, outbreak and public health emergency risk communication that are 
evidenced-informed or based on best practices. This guidance is provided as easy-to-use 
guides, checklists and templates. In addition, guidance and resources from the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the World Health Organization (WHO), 
and other agencies with experience in health-related crisis, risk and outbreak 
communication are included.  
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The need for risk and outbreak communication 
 
The need for public health risk or outbreak communication, including in response to an 
outbreak of illnesses, often arises quickly and with little advance warning. Before a public 
health crisis or outbreak is recognized and a response begins, limited numbers of people 
likely will have been exposed to a health risk, possibly without experiencing immediate 
illness. There are many possible causes of sudden unexpected illness in individuals, 
including exposure to food and waterborne diseases, high amounts of harmful 
substances in a workplace or other environmental setting, or to an infectious disease. In 
many cases, it may not be possible, based on the number of people who are ill and their 
initial symptoms, to quickly diagnosis the cause of the illness or the source. It is also likely 
that as more people become ill, or as awareness of the illness outbreak reaches 
community members, social media platforms or news media, that interest will turn to 
the public health response. Depending on the possible cause, the number of people 
known to be ill, the number of people who could become ill, and the severity of illness, 
the situation could quickly become a local, national or even international health 
emergency. 
 
When a public health threat or emergency arises, particularly one that involves an 
outbreak of severe illness, risk communication is needed. In most places in the world, 
people constantly receive information from many sources, ranging from family and 
community members to local news to social media, including texts and instant messages. 
As a result, people can learn about public health threats and outbreaks of illness early 
and from many sources. It is important that public health agencies and those involved in 
the public health response be prepared to quickly communicate about a threat or 
outbreak. Soon after the news media or community learns of a public health-related 
outbreak investigation or response, many people will want to know what is happening, 
who is affected, who may be affected, and what steps are being taken to stop or reduce 
the harm.  
 

Toolkit organization 
This toolkit follows the major steps of public health emergency, risk and outbreak plans. 
The first components of the toolkit focus on the fundamentals and key principles of risk 
and outbreak communication. This includes an overview of risk and emergency 
communication principles as well as a communication planning template. The additional 
resources provide guidance for determining communication objectives, identifying and 
describing key groups or audiences for communication efforts, developing and assessing 
messages and communication materials, planning and preparing for news media and 
journalists, and social media principles. The final section provides additional helpful 
resources from detailed guides and documents created by WHO and other organizations. 
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Risk, emergency and outbreak communication lessons  
 
Much has been learned about how people perceive and process health threats and risks 
from public health responses to illness outbreaks and efforts to inform and persuade 
people to adopt public health recommendations. Below are recommendations for 
developing communication plans, messages, and materials as part of the public health 
response or investigation to a health threat or illness outbreak. 
 
• Since 2005, the World Health Organization (WHO) has advised health authorities and 

government officials to “Announce early, be transparent, and build trust with people 
affected” by an illness outbreak or potential health threat.  
 

• The risk perceptions and beliefs of the public or members of the community or group 
affected by a risk matter. Knowing how the public or members of affected groups 
perceive a health threat or risk affects what you need to communicate and how you 
frame (that is, present) the key messages.  
 

• Many times, people most affected by a health threat or disease outbreak perceive 
the risk differently from the experts who are trying to prevent or reduce the risk. 
Health experts, for example, often have more experience and familiarity with diseases 
and illnesses and as a result, recognize the need for rapid and strong compliance with 
public health recommendations. The people most affected by a health threat or 
disease are likely to have less understanding and knowledge and as a result, may be 
less willing to quickly comply with public health recommendations. 
 

• There are many factors that influence people’s perception of a health threat or risk. 
People are usually more accepting of risks or feel less concerned about following public 
health recommendations when risks are seen as voluntary, under their control, bring 
wanted or desired benefits, are naturally occurring, are generated by a trusted source, 
or are familiar. People are less accepting of risks or have greater concern and fear 
when risks are imposed by others, controlled by others, have no clear or desired 
benefit, are perceived as human-made, come from an untrusted source, or are 
unfamiliar.  

 
• Trust and credibility often greatly influence your ability to influence or persuade 

people to support or follow recommendations from doctors, experts, or public health 
authorities. If people do not trust government agencies, healthcare providers, experts, 
or public health officials, they are less likely to pay attention to warnings and 
recommendations or to support public health actions. In such cases, community 
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engagement often becomes important to the success of communication efforts. 
Community engagement, for instance, can help establish trust as well as identify 
trusted messengers. 
 

• Risk communication research and best practices have identified four factors that 
influence whether or how much an audience will perceive a messenger, such as a 
government health official as trusted and credible. The four factors are: 1) empathy 
and caring, such as whether the person providing information demonstrates true 
empathy and concern for those affected; 2) honesty and openness with respect to 
providing information and answering questions; 3) dedication and commitment to 
helping those affected, learning about the cause of the health problem, and finding 
ways to prevent additional harm; and 4) competence and expertise regarding the 
public the disease and illness and explaining recommendations and actions. 

 
Three key steps for the initial response 
 
Determine the roles and responsibilities of the agencies and 
organizations involved in the response. 

All agencies – government ministries, the healthcare community, public health 
organizations - involved in a public health crisis or outbreak response should be aligned 
when it comes to communication and key messages. The goal should be to provide 
clear and consistent messaging and guidance to increase public trust and confidence. 
 
At the beginning of a public health response to a health threat or outbreak of illness, 
the roles and responsibilities of the people and organizations should be determined 
and defined. It is particularly important to determine who has primary responsibility 
and authority for communicating each aspect of the response to people known to be 
affected, people who are at risk of being affected, healthcare providers, the news 
media, and the general public.  
 
This step should include determining the primary communication responsibilities for 
each organization. For example, which organization will provide expertise, information, 
and updates on the number of people harmed and the measures being taken to assist 
those who have been harmed? Which organization will provide expertise, information, 
and updates on the actions being taken to reduce or prevent further harm? Which 
organization will provide expertise, information, and updates on the source of the 
illness? For communication to be effective, there needs to be collaboration and 
coordination among all the agencies and organizations involved. 
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A rapid assessment of the public health situation should inform 
and guide the communication plan and efforts. To assess the 
situation:  

Identify affected or potentially affected individuals, groups, or communities. These will 
be one of the priority targeted audiences for your communication efforts. Ask, “Who has 
been harmed or potentially harmed?”, “Who appears to be most at risk by the outbreak 
or public health threat?”, and “What people or groups are most vulnerable or at highest 
risk and need to be reached first?” 

Identify currently known and possible factors that might place people at risk for the 
health threat or illness. Ask “What is currently known or believed regarding why people 
were harmed or became ill?”, “Are there location or environmental factors placing 
people at risk?”, “Are there behavioral factors placing people at risk?”, “If so, what are 
they?”. If the risk is unknown, provide information to the public and news media about 
what is being done in the response to identify the sources of harm and illness and to 
identify what places people at risk. 

Identify organizations and individuals who might be able to reach affected people or 
populations. Crisis, risk, and outbreak communication efforts are strengthened when 
targeted audiences obtain and hear similar information and guidance from different 
sources. It is thus helpful early on to identify healthcare partners, community leaders, 
religious and faith leaders, and local community organizations who can reach affected 
persons and populations quickly with public health advice and guidance. 

Identify beliefs, perceptions and concerns among affected people and in the 
community that might affect communications. Seek information from individuals and 
organizations that have knowledge about how affected people and the community will 
perceive and understand the health threat. Public health messages and materials will be 
more effective if they reflect an understanding of how affected people and community 
leaders perceive the situation. Try to identify the initial questions, primary concerns, and 
fears of those who are affected by the health threat or illness as well as the healthcare 
providers who will be involved in diagnosing and treating those who are or who may be 
affected. Build relationships with key persons and organizations in the community who 
can provide ongoing insights that will help contain or stop the outbreak.  

Identify the end goals and outcomes of the public health 
response. Crisis, risk and outbreak communication efforts and messages should be 
linked to the public health end goals and outcomes, such as slowing the spread of illness, 
getting as many people as possible to comply with public health recommendations, or 
reducing deaths and illness. It should be clear how the communication strategy, plans, 
actions, and messages will foster and support achievement of the public health response 
goals.  
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Determining when transparency is needed:  
Four questions to ask and answer to guide decisions  
about when to provide information and updates 

Do we have good, confirmed information about a  
potential public health-related threat or risk? 

Does providing information about the 
threat or risk help protect health and 

prevent harm, including by reducing the 
effects of misinformation and rumors? 

Would providing information about the threat 
or risk help build trust in your organization? 

Is there a compelling or important 
reason to not provide information? 

Withhold the information and be prepared 
to quickly provide information should the 
situation change, or awareness happens 

IF NO 

Publicly release 
the information 

Publicly release 
the information 

YES 

Publicly release 
the information 

Publicly release 
the information 

NO 

IF YES 

IF NO 

IF NO 

IF YES 

IF YES 



 

 
  

 
 
 
Situation summary  

• What is happening, what is known, what is unknown, who is 
affected?  

• Identify and define the specific crisis. 
• Draft a problem or crisis definition statement; Think of your 

problem or crisis as the gap between what should occur in 
your community and what could occur without sound 
communication.  

 
 
 
Outbreak, risk or emergency 
response outcomes you are 
seeking 

• Determine the purpose and desired outcomes of your crisis, 
risk, or outbreak response. Guide the public to make 
informed decisions based on each individual’s own 
circumstances. 

• What actions should the affected community take? 
• Identify the specific actions and behaviors needed to reduce 

or prevent the health threat or reduce the risk.  

 
 
 
Communication objectives 

• What communication outcomes will achieve an effective 
outbreak or crisis response  

• Objectives should be SMART – specific, measurable, 
attainable, relevant, and time-bound. 

Example: Increase willingness to receive a recommended 
vaccine to 50% among healthcare workers in the country by 
the end of 2021 

 
 
 
Target audience(s) or  
sub-populations 

• Who are your primary audiences or sub-populations; that is, 
who is at risk from the health threat? Which sub-
populations need to take preventive actions?  

• Identify the key audience characteristics associated with the 
health threat or risk. What audience segments exist? 

• Who are the secondary audiences; that is, which groups or 
individuals can help you reach or influence your primary 
audiences or sub-populations? 

 
 
 
 
Community engagement 

• Identify the communities, coalitions, and trusted leaders 
and messengers within those communities that can help 
achieve. 

• Develop a plan that identifies the purpose and goals of the 
community engagement, and the major activities that will 
be taken to achieve the purpose and goals. 

• Develop a social mobilization plan that indicates how 
coalitions, trusted leaders and messengers will be engaged 
and assist the communication efforts. 
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Major partners 

• Identify partners that can help achieve crisis response 
outcomes and communication objectives. 

• Develop a plan that identifies the purpose and goals of 
stakeholder and partner engagement, and the major 
activities that will be taken to achieve them. 

 
 
 
 
 
Key messages 

• Use principles of crisis and risk communication to inform 
messages and the design of crisis risk materials.  

• Develop short, understandable messages to help you meet 
your communication objectives. These need to create 
understanding, foster trust, and motivate adoption of 
recommendation public health actions. 

• Develop the messages that will address the questions and 
concerns of your primary targeted audiences or sub-
populations. These need to be address fear and worry, be 
understood, and provide helpful advice and guidance. 

• Develop messages to counter mis-information, rumors, and 
mis-understanding. 

 
 
 
Media and communication 
channels 

• Identify the media and communication channels that will be 
used to disseminate messages, updates, and information, 
including news media, social media platforms, websites, 
secondary audiences, and stakeholders and partners. Use 
multiple methods.  

• Identify and prepare key spokespeople and others who will 
be speaking to the news media, targeted audiences, and 
communities 

• Create a timeline for disseminating and updating messages 
and information 

Implement the crisis risk 
communication plan 

• Put the crisis risk communication plan into action 
• Coordinate the roll-out of messages and materials through 

the selected media and communication channels. 
 
 
 
 
 
Evaluation  

• Monitor the visibility of your messages and materials in the 
news media, social media platforms, and other 
communication channels. 

• Obtain feedback from stakeholders, partners, community 
leaders, and secondary audience members regarding the 
crisis risk communication materials, messages, and 
activities. 

• Consistently monitor and evaluate what is happening, 
including among your targeted audiences or sub-
populations in terms of awareness, understanding and 
behaviors. 

• Identify the lessons learned from the crisis risk 
communication efforts. 
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Audience 
segment 

Desired outcome 
or change 

How much 
change? 

How will outcome 
or change be 
measured? 

Timeframe – by 
when? 

     
     

Developing communication objectives 
 
Crisis, risk and outbreak communication plans and efforts should be designed to achieve clear 
and specific communication objectives. Communication objectives are the specific outcomes 
that you are trying to achieve with your audiences with your communication activities and 
messages. Crisis risk communication objectives indicate desired outcomes and changes in 
indirect influences on behavior, such as awareness and knowledge, positive or supportive 
beliefs and attitudes, increased motivation, and willingness to do a recommended behavior. 
Communication objectives involve answering “why” questions: 

• Why are we communicating to this group or audience?  
• What is the desired outcome or change that we want to happen? 

The best communication objectives have five characteristics: 
• Specific – the objective clearly indicates who is the focus of the effort and also states 

what type of change is intended. 
• Measurable – the outcomes can be measured in some way, such as with a survey. 
• Appropriate – the objective is sensitive to the targeted audience’s needs and 

preferences. It is also sensitive to societal and cultural norms and expectations. 
• Realistic – the outcome is attainable with the time and resources available.  
• Time-bound – a specific time period for achieving the outcome is stated.  

Develop a set of communication objectives for your primary and secondary 
audiences. To begin, answer the following: 

• What type of change do you want each of your audiences to make? 
• How much change do you want to happen? For example, among how many individuals 

or what percentage of individuals in the targeted group should the outcome happen?  
 

Possible outcomes for a crisis risk communication plan include:  
• increase in awareness or understanding for public health actions or recommendations  
• support for public health actions and recommendations, 
• positive beliefs and attitudes regarding public health actions and recommendations 
• intentions to do or support public health actions and recommendations  
• a change in social norms  
• intention to do a recommended public health behavior, or adoption or continuation of a 

public health recommendation 
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Examples of crisis, risk or outbreak communication objectives 

• Increase the group’s awareness, understanding of a public health threat or risk. 
• Increase the targeted group’s awareness and understanding of public health actions 

and recommendations regarding a public health threat or risk. 
• Increase the targeted group’s awareness and use of public health resources related to 

a public health threat or risk, such as a Ministry of Health website.  
• Create positive beliefs and attitudes among the targeted group regarding the public 

health actions and recommendations regarding a public health threat or risk. 
• Increase or change the targeted group’s awareness and understanding of the social 

norms regarding a public health recommendation.  
• Increase the targeted group’s understanding of the benefits and value of complying 

with a public health recommendation. 
• Get most individuals in the target group to trust and support the recommendations 

being made by public health officials regarding a public health threat or risk. 
• Increase the motivation and willingness of people in a targeted group to comply with 

public health recommendations regarding a public health threat or risk.  
• Get most individuals in the target group to promptly comply with public health 

recommendations regarding a public health threat or risk. 
• Get most individuals in the broader public to support public health actions and 

recommendations taken to prevent or reduce a public health threat or risk. 
• Reduce the number of individuals in the targeted group who believe myths or incorrect 

information (e.g., misinformation) about a public health threat, risk, recommendation, 
or action.  

 
Sample objectives (fill in the blanks) 
Awareness objective  
To have an effect on awareness and understanding of public health recommendations; 
specifically, to create _________ (e.g., knowledge and understanding) among  _____% of 
(targeted group) about the __________________ within / by  __________ (targeted date). 

Acceptance 
To have an effect on acceptance; specifically to ______________(desired outcome i.e. regain 
trust / acceptance) among ________% of _________________(targeted group) that 
___________(organization is doing - i.e. acting responsibly, being transparent, honest, etc) by 
____________(targeted date). 

Action 
To have an effect on action; specifically to ____________________ (desired outcome i.e. 
wearing a face covering in public settings, getting a recommended vaccination) by _______% 
of the ________(targeted public) within/by ________(targeted date). 
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Tips for communicating uncertainty 
 
Infectious diseases and other public health threats involve much uncertainty. At the start, there 
is uncertainty regarding the actual cause of illness and deaths, how many people are affected, 
how many people have been exposed, and how many people will become ill. If the number of 
cases increases, and the outbreak grows, there will likely be uncertainty surrounding how to 
determine exposure, how to accurately diagnosis who is affected, how best to prevent the 
spread, and how best to protect the broader public. Below are tips for managing uncertainty. 
 

• Focus on maintaining and building trust and credibility. Empathy, honesty, 
transparency, and competence = Trust and Credibility   
 

• Recognize that people 1) understand uncertainties often exist and 2) can accept 
uncertainties. You will have more credibility with news media and the public when you 
are honest about the existence of uncertainties.  
 

• Acknowledge – and do not hide – uncertainties – and let people know you are working 
to reduce uncertainty. Provide information about what is currently known, what is not 
yet known, and what steps are being taken to learn more regarding the uncertainties. 
Detail what you have done and are doing to reduce uncertainty and to get answers. 
 

• Let people know that what you believe now may turn out to be wrong later as more is 
learned. It is important to stress that as more information is gained regarding a health 
threat, initial information may turn out to be incorrect and initial advice will need to be 
changed.  
 

• Balance transparency with uncertainty. Acknowledge uncertainties up-front – before 
they arise – and you are confronted by them. Tell people what you believe is certain, is 
nearly certain, is not known, is possible, and is unlikely.  
 

• Provide explanations regarding uncertainties. Explain that for most health threats, 
especially those involving or that may involve infectious diseases, it is difficult to quickly 
determine the cause or source of harm, the things that cause some people to be at risk, 
and who is most at risk. 
 

• Avoid explicit claims of “confidence.” Rather than state you are “confident,” state that 
you are “hopeful” when it comes to achieving desired outcomes that are likely but not 
certain. For example, “We are hopeful that we will be able to prevent the spread of the 
illness in our community.” 
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• Try to replicate in your audience your own level of uncertainty. Put bounds on the 
uncertainty. What range of possibilities is credible? Clarify that you are more certain about 
some things than others. 
 

• Make the content of your messages more tentative than your tone: 
o Confidently telling people that there is much you do not yet know, or that what you 

believe now could be wrong, helps build trust. It also alerts people to the fact that 
important things are not yet known about the health threat or risk. 

o The reverse approach – claiming to be sure in a tone that sounds very unsure – 
damages trust and makes people less likely to believe what you are saying. 

 
• Be prepared to explain unexpected events or results, and to do so as soon as possible. 

Emerging health threats often bring unexpected events. You should expect the unexpected 
and prepare to communicate quickly about these types of findings or events.  
 

• Expect uncertainty to last longer than you would wish or think it should. Avoid putting a 
time frame on discovery or providing a specific date when uncertainty will go away. 
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Crisis risk communication strategies and messages need to be sensitive to the needs of 
diverse populations. Below are activities and behaviors that can be used in the 
communication planning, design, and implement stages to do that:  

 Needs Assessments: Do rapid needs assessments with representatives or 
individuals from the different cultural and ethnic groups affected by a public 
health emergency to identify their concerns and to identify special information 
needs.  

 Recognize the communication needs of special populations, including those with 
low literacy levels, inadequate access to health care and information as well as 
those with socio-economical, linguistic, or physical challenges.  

 Tailor communication messages and materials: Design, deliver and increase the 
availability of both traditional and alternative forms of communication to meet the 
needs of different ethnic and cultural groups.  

 Use many media and message channels: Prepare, produce, and disseminate 
information a variety of media and message channels to reach different ethnic and 
cultural groups.  

 Take steps to engage: Use social engagement, community participation, and 
public meetings to involve different ethnic and cultural groups.  

 Make materials easily available to community leaders and organizations: Use 
websites, social media platforms, and community engagement activities to 
increase awareness, access, and use of materials designed for different ethnic and 
cultural groups. 

 Stayed engaged: Maintain communication and engagement with different ethnic 
and cultural groups throughout the public health response and encourage 
continuous feedback from representatives of different groups.  

Note: These guidelines should be adapted to meet individual emergencies and local 
needs. 

 

Adapted from WHO; A WHO Handbook: Effective Media Communication during Public Health 
Emergencies, 2005; http://www.who.int/csr/resources/publications/WHO%20MEDIA%20HANDBOOK.pdf 

Tips for Creating and Doing Culturally 
Sensitive Communication  
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Preparing for an initial statement following an outbreak or 
public health emergency 
 
The following questions are commonly asked by the media, stakeholders, partners, and the 
public during crisis events. Use them to help prepare answers for questions you might face. In 
developing your messages remember to: 
 

• Keep your answers short (2 minutes or less) 
• Use personal pronouns, such as “I” or “We,” rather than agency or institutional nouns 

(“the Ministry of Health,” “this agency”) 
• People perceive risks differently, depending on how likely they think the actual threat will 

affect them personally and their beliefs about how severe the harm might be.  
 

The initial public health statement should include: 
 

• What happened? What is the public health threat? 
• When did it happen? Is it still happening? When did you become aware that it 

happened?  
• When did your response to this situation begin? 
• Where did it happen? What places and communities are affected? 
• Who was harmed? How many people have been harmed? Will more people be harmed? 
• How do you know what you are telling us? 
• What can you tell us about the people who have been harmed? How are those who were 

harmed getting help? Where are they being treated? 
• Why did this happen? What do you know about why or how this happened? 
• What was the cause or the possible cause of the public health threat? 
• Is there any immediate or continued danger? 
• What is being done in response to what happened?  
• Who else is involved in the response? 
• Who is in charge?  
• What can we expect next?  
• What are you advising people to do?  
• What can people do to protect themselves and their families - now and in the future - 

from harm?  
• How long will it be before the situation returns to normal? 
• Has this ever happened before? Can this happen elsewhere?  
• What is the worst-case scenario? What is the best-case scenario? What is the most likely 

scenario? 
• Have you told us everything you know? 
• What are you not telling us? 
• When will we find out more? How will you keep us updated? 
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Groups that need information in an emergency and their 
primary concerns 

From the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Crisis and Emergency Risk 
Communication Guide / CERC: Messages and Audiences (cdc.gov) 
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Tips for effective messaging during a public health crisis or 
outbreak response 
 
It is essential that messages and guidance provided by public health and government officials 
resonate with affected individuals and groups when the goal is to get them to follow 
prevention recommendations.  Steps for effective public health crisis, risk, and outbreak 
response communication messaging include: 
 
Start in-person, community meetings, media interviews, and public communications with 
messages that express empathy and show your concern for those who have been affected. 
Acknowledge that people have or may have been harmed and that lives have been disrupted. 
Recognize that people are worried, concerned, and even fearful and that you, too, have 
concerns. Demonstrate that you care and are interested in the views of those who have been 
affected. 
 
Identify and explain the public health threat and risks.  Describe what is currently known 
regarding what is causing the illness outbreak or harm, who is at risk, and what causes or may 
cause someone to be at risk. Provide information and advice that includes steps for 
preventing harm or getting help. 
 
Explain what is currently known and unknown about the threat or illness outbreak. Provide 
details and timelines, including when your organization was first made aware of the health 
threat or people with illness. Admit when information is not known and explain what you are 
doing to learn more. Provide a timeframe for when updates will be provided.  
 
Identify the actions are being taken by government and public health agencies and explain 
why those actions are being taken. Describe the steps being taken to reduce or prevent 
further harm. Be prepared to indicate which agencies are involved in the response, their roles, 
and their responsibilities. When discussing public health actions, share dilemmas in the 
decision making and foreshadow possibilities that can occur during the outbreak. 
 

• Share dilemmas: Express that different courses of action are possible and were 
considered, each with different advantages and disadvantages. Let the news media 
and public know the assumptions, factors, and considerations behind public health 
actions and recommendations. Be open about making decisions with incomplete or 
preliminary information. 

 
• Foreshadow possibilities: Let the public and news media know that changes in public 

health recommendations and actions are likely to happen as more is learned about the 
sources, causes, and extent of harm. Also indicate that such changes can happen 
quickly, frequently, and with little advance notice.  
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When possible, provide those who are affected or possibly affected with specific actions or 
steps that they can do protect themselves and others. Be sure the steps you recommend are 
ones that will help prevent or reduce further harm. 
 
Emphasize your organization or agency’s commitment to the situation. Convey a sense of 
urgency for bringing the situation under control as fast as possible.  

 
Be alert to common biases that often affect people’s health-related decisions and 
behaviors. Understanding and developing strategies to over biases is an important part of 
communication plans and messaging. Omission bias, optimism bias, and confirmation bias 
often cause people to not adopt or comply with health-related recommendations. Omission 
bias is a strong preference for inaction even when taking action is more beneficial. Optimism 
bias means people believe a health threat will not affect them or that they have a lower 
chance of contracting an illness than they actually do. Confirmation bias involves seeking or 
believing information that only confirms one’s beliefs and preferences. Confirmation bias can 
lead to people avoiding public health information from traditional sources.   

 
Information to affected individuals, news media, and public audiences should be readily 
understandable, technically correct, honest, transparent, and sufficiently complete to 
encourage support of policies and compliance with public health recommendations and 
actions. Keep in mind that low health literacy is prevalent, especially among older adults, 
minority populations, those with low socioeconomic status, and medically underserved 
people. It usually helps to seek and use input from people within these communities when 
developing messages and materials.  
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Ten principles of message mapping 
 

• Limit the number of key messages to a maximum of 3 to 5 using as few words as 
possible for each message. It is best if you use no more than 9 seconds or 27 words to 
express the necessary information. 
 

• Write messages that can be easily understood by an adult with a 6–8th-grade 
education. Test using the “readability” utility in word-processing programs. 
 

• Use words and examples that people in your targeted audiences will readily 
understand. Avoid terms that can anger or turn people off. Avoid making guarantees, 
promises, or using absolutes, such as “Our efforts will be completely successful.”  
 

• Use the “primacy/recency” or “first/last” principle. This principle states that the most 
important messages should occupy the first and last position in a list. 
 

• Include mention of external or “third parties or sources that would be perceived as 
credible by the receiving audience. 

 
• Provide a preamble to the message map indicating genuine empathy and compassion 

– crucial factors in establishing trust in high-concern, high-stress situations. 
 

• Create and use easy-to-understand graphics, visual aids, analogies, and narratives, 
such as personal stories. These approaches can increase an individual’s ability to hear, 
understand, and recall a message by more than 50%. 

 
• Construct messages that take into account – and that do not make worse - the 

dominant role of negative thinking in high-concern situations. Examples include 
avoiding unnecessary, indefensible, or non-productive uses of absolutes, and of the 
words “no”, “not”, “never”, “nothing” and “none”; balancing or countering a negative 
key message with positive, constructive, or solution-oriented key messages; and 
providing three or more positive points to counter a single negative point or bad news. 

 
• When providing information, present the full message map using the repetitive 

structure found in the “Tell me, Tell me more, Tell me again model” (the “Triple T 
Model”): telling people the information in summary form (i.e., the three key 
messages; telling people more (i.e., the supporting information); and telling people 
again what was told in summary form (i.e., repeat the three key messages). 

 
• Create key messages and supporting information that address important risk 

perception, outrage, and fear factors such as trust, benefits, control, voluntariness, 
dread, fairness, reversibility, catastrophic potential, effects on children, morality, 
origin, and familiarity. 

 
Adapted from “Message Mapping,” by Vincent Covello, 
https://www.orau.gov/cdcynergy/erc/content/activeinformation/resources/Covello_message_mapping.pdf    

https://www.orau.gov/cdcynergy/erc/content/activeinformation/resources/Covello_message_mapping.pdf


 

 
  

 

Developing messages for use in an outbreak or public  
health response 
 
A message map is a roadmap for displaying detailed, organized responses to anticipated 
questions or concerns. Well-constructed and accessible message maps are useful tools during 
an emergency that, if shared with partners and stakeholders, can support harmonized 
messages. Message maps are developed for each intended audience segment and typically 
have three levels. 
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Question: How infectious is the virus that causes COVID19? 

AUDIENCE KEY MESSAGES SUPPORTING FACTS COMMUNICATION 
CHANNELS 

 

 

General 
Public  

 

 

The virus that 
causes COVID-19 is 
very infectious. 

The virus that causes COVID-19 can 
spread from people who are infected 
but who do not have or notice their 
symptoms.  

Between 25% and 50% of people 
infected with the virus appear to 
show no symptoms in the days 
following infection.  

Normal breathing, speaking, and 
singing can spread the virus that 
causes COVID-19. 

• Ministry of 
Health (MoH) 
website 

• Press releases 

• Social media  

 

 

 

General 
Public  

 

 

The virus that 
causes COVID-19 
spreads faster and 
can be more 
severe and deadly 
than influenza or 
the common cold 

Many people with COVID-19 have a 
mild to moderate upper respiratory 
tract infection similar to a cold. 

Common COVID-19 symptoms include 
fever, dry cough, fatigue, and 
shortness of breath. 

The disease is often much more 
severe in the elderly and people with 
health conditions that make them 
more susceptible to illness. 

• MoH website 

• Key messages 
document 

• Press releases 

• Social media 

 

 

General 
Public  

 

Social distancing, 
diagnostic testing, 
and masks can help 
slow the spread of 
COVID-19. 

Infections are most likely when 
people are in close range to others, 
especially indoors, and when there is 
a lack of physical distancing in a 
crowded place. 

People should wear masks and 
practice social distancing in public 
settings and disinfect frequently 
touched surfaces. 

• MoH website 

• Key messages 
document 

• Press releases 

• Social media 

Message map example 
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 INFORM 
Raise awareness 

CONSULT 
Take into 

consideration 

INVOLVE 
Preparation 
for action 

COLLABORATE 
Participation 

EMPOWER 
Sustainability 

Key risk 
communication 
objectives and 
activities 

Increase 
awareness and 

understanding of 
the situation and 

public health 
recommendations. 

Provide 
community with 

objective, honest, 
and timely 

information. 

Build trust in 
public health 
efforts and 

recommendations. 
Obtain input from 
stakeholders and 
communities on 

their beliefs, 
concerns, 

priorities, and 
behaviors. 

Work directly 
and 

constantly 
with affected 

sub-
populations, 

communities, 
and other 

partners on 
local level to 
ensure that 

the 
information 

and 
knowledge is 
provided for 
mitigation of 
the problem. 

Build support and 
consensus about 

public health 
actions and 

recommendations. 
Work with 

community and 
partners to make 
the best decisions 

diminish the 
burden of the 

problem and look 
for solutions. 

The situation is 
under control 

and the 
community is 
well prepared 

and has the 
knowledge and 

power to 
maintain the 
health and 

wellbeing of the 
population. 

Your promise to 
the community 

We will keep you 
informed about 

the facts and 
update you as the 
situation evolves. 

We want your 
views. We will 
listen to your 
concerns and 

provide you with 
information that 
addresses your 
concerns so you 

can make 
informed 
decisions. 

We will work 
together and 

make sure 
you have all 

the 
information 
and tools to 
get involved 
in resolving 

the situation 
and helping 

your 
community. 

We will all 
together look for 

the best 
solutions that 
are suitable to 
everyone and 
will preserve 

lives and social 
and economic 

stability. 

We will 
continue to 

help you when 
needed, but 
you have all 
the tools to 

decide what to 
do to protect 

your 
community. 

Communication 
channels and 
tools  

Press releases, 
Institutional 

website, 
Social media 
Call Center, 

Q&A fact sheets, 
Conference calls 

 

Public meetings, 
KAP and other 

needs 
assessment 

surveys, 
Focus groups 

 

Workshops, 
Forums, 

Web- based 
engagement, 

Joint 
websites, 

Community 
panels and 

advisory 
groups 

Social 
participation 
committees, 

Advisory boards 
of the experts, 

community 
members and 

partners, 
Community 
sessions and 

trainings 
 

Community 
meetings, 

Local 
governance 
committees, 
Local events 

Five ways to engage communities in a public health response 

Communication Best Practices and Tips 

23 



 

 
  

 

Spokesperson Checklist for Crisis Risk 
Communication  

Your messages matter. Spokespeople should have messages that do the following:  

❏ Express empathy and understanding. Build trust by conveying genuine and appropriate 
concern and empathy for those affected. When talking with news media, people who are 
affected, and the broader community or public, start by expressing empathy and 
acknowledging concerns. Example: “We know this situation is concerning. We have concerns 
as well.” 
 
❏ Identify and explain the public health threat and risk. Your first messages should provide 
information on what is known as well as clear guidance on what actions need to be taken 
and by who. As much as possible, your messages should address: Who has been and is 
affected? What happened and is happening? Where? When did you find out? Why did this 
happen? How is public health responding?  
 
❏ Acknowledge uncertainties regarding the health threat and risks. Your first messages 
also should provide information on what is uncertain and not yet known regarding the 
health threat and risks. Your messages should provide information regarding the steps and 
actions being taken to learn more and to obtain answers for what is not yet known. Also, 
make clear when and how you will provide updates.   
 
❏ Provide and explain public health recommendations and actions. Let people know what 
steps or actions they can take to help reduce or prevent harm. Explain why or how those 
steps and actions will help. Identify and explain which agencies are responding to the threat, 
the actions being taken, and why those actions are being taken.  
 
❏ Make clear your commitment to addressing the public health threat and preventing as 
much harm as possible. Convey a sense of urgency for bringing the situation under control. 
Let people know where they can find updates and more information. Commit to providing 
regular updates and guidance.  
 
❏ Alert people about the possibility of changes in public health actions and advice. Your 
initial messages should let news media, people who are affected, and the broader 
community or public know that public health actions and recommendations are likely to 
change as more is learned about the public health threat, the people or groups at highest 
risk of harm, and the effectiveness of prevention and treatment measures.  
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How you communicate matters. Tips for success in providing information and answering 
questions include:  

❏ Be honest, clear, and accurate. Provide information and explanations using words and 
examples that are meaningful and understandable to affected individuals and communities.  
 
❏ Watch your tone: If you feel defensive, you will look defensive. Be calm and confident. 
Use difficult questions as opportunities to address concerns and misperceptions. 
 
❏ Don’t over reassure. Set and guide realistic expectations about what is known. Convey 
the seriousness of the situation to motivate support for public health actions.  
 
❏ Express that a process is in place to learn more. “We have a system (plan, process) to 
help us respond (find answers, etc).” 
 
❏ Respect and acknowledge opinion diversity. People, including experts, may disagree 
about the likelihood or severity of the threat, who is at risk, and the value of public health 
recommendations.  
 
❏ Give anticipatory guidance. If you are aware of possible negative developments or 
outcomes, let people know what to expect. 
                        
❏ Acknowledge people’s concerns and fears. Do not tell people they should not be 
concerned or afraid. Many likely will have legitmate concerns and worry. Keep in mind that 
people may express a range of emotions, including anger and frustration.  
 
❏ Do not try to allay panic. Public health threats often raise fear and concern, but rarely 
cause panic, which is large numbers of people taking actions that have no value. Panic 
doesn’t come from bad news, but from conflicting expert advice and information that leave 
people with uncertainty about what they should do or who they should trust. Those 
situations open the door to rumors, misinformation and lead to poor judgment.  
 
❏ Offer people things to do to protect themselves and their loved ones. Helpful actions in 
an emergency can give people a sense of control and motivate them to stay tuned to what is 
happening (versus denial, where they refuse to acknowledge the possible danger to 
themselves and others).   
 
❏ Ask more of people. An important role of a spokesperson is to ask people to bear this 
situation with you. If you acknowledge the threat, its severity, complexity, and the concerns 
it brings, you can then ask the best of people, including their adoption of public health 
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Social Media Best Practices and Tips for 
Public Health and Crisis Risk Communication 

Effective social media use in crisis risk communication begins with preparation.  

❏ Identify possible crisis risk communication groups or sub-populations in the 
preparedness stage. When deciding whether and how to use social media platforms, it is 
important to know as much about your targeted groups and communities as possible. Get as 
specific as you can so you can use social media that are most likely to reach engage them. 
 
❏ Research which social channels your targeted groups or sub-population use. If possible, 
use surveys, information from partners and key stakeholders, or social media data that is 
available to your organization to find out where individuals in your targeted groups or sub-
populations currently spend their time on social media. Identify, as much as possible, why 
individuals in your targeted groups or sub-populations use those social media channels; for 
example, are they used to find information, to share information, or both?  
 
❏ Determine which social media channels and networks to use and which to ignore. There 
are dozens of social channels and networks that could be used, but most may not have much 
value for your crisis risk communication efforts. Find and use social media channels and 
networks that reach influential people and organizations, reach many individuals in your 
targeted groups or sub-populations, or that can increase the visibility of public health 
recommendations and actions, including among news media and partner organizations.  

Have a plan when it comes to using social media channels and networks.  

 
❏ Find and monitor social media channels and messages. Social media are often an 
efficient and effective way to hear from people and organizations directly affected or 
involved in a public health crisis. These people and organizations often use social media to 
provide information and updates regarding the crisis situation, communicate with people 
and organizations who may be at risk or who could help, highlight questions and concerns, 
and to increase awareness of resources that can help prevent or reduce the public health 
threat.  
 
❏ Use social media to rapidly communicate public health alerts, advice, and updates. 
News media, key stakeholders, and individuals who are connected to sub-populations and 
communities are likely to use social media and already be part of your networks.  
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❏ Use your social media channels to increase awareness and use of your crisis risk 
communication materials and resources. For example, Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp 
can be used to increase the visibility and use of your website or Facebook pages.  
 
❏ Use social media as a primary tool for providing information and updates.  Your social 
media channels and networks can provide rapid and ongoing updates about the situation, 
including new public health actions and recommendations. Your social media channels 
enable you to release new information as soon as it is ready.  
 
❏ Make clear your commitment to addressing the public health threat and preventing as 
much harm as possible. Convey a sense of urgency for bringing the situation under control. 
Let people know where they can find updates and more information. Commit to providing 
regular updates and guidance.  

Tips for success in using social media channels include:  

❏ Remember, social media are often seen as personal communication. Information needs 
to be timely, meaningful, and readily understandable. Pictures, videos, and images can and 
should be used to make information more appealing and easy to understand.   
 
❏ Speed and timeliness are important. Recognize that social media use happens 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week. Be ready and able to provide updates and alerts whenever needed. 
Be prepared and able to address misinformation, disinformation, and incorrect information 
as soon as possible whenever it appears.  
 
❏ Accuracy and honesty are essential. Check all information that is to be sent out through 
social media for accuracy. Respond honestly to questions and concerns others have posted 
on social media. Inaccurate or incorrect information that is shared and retweeted or re-
posted on other social media channels makes an organization look bad and reduces trust. 
 
❏ Use social media to help people take recommended health and safety actions. Social 
media channels can be used to send out short videos and other easy-to-use resources that 
enable people to do public health actions. Social media can show how people can stay safe 
as well as how they help others. Use testimonials to highlight positive experiences.  
 
❏ Message design and content affects attention and understanding. Social media 
messages need to attract attention (e.g., headlines, bright colors), be short and specific, and 
include a call to action. Provide hashtags and links to sources with additional information.  
                        
❏ Try to determine what works best, including from how others are using social media. 
Everyday there are examples of successful uses of social media channels. Find those 
examples and see if you can apply them to your crisis risk communication efforts.   
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Important Characteristics 
for Communication 

Materials 

 
Description of the Characteristic 

Questions to ask when 
pretesting or reviewing 

 
Appealing and attractive 

The material is presented in a way that 
will be appealing to the intended 
audience and will attract their 
attention. 

- Does this catch your attention? 
- What catches or gets your 

attention?  
- What makes this stand out? 

 
Easy to understand  

The material and information will be 
understood as intended by those who 
read, hear, or see it.  

- What is the overall message? 
- What words or sentence are 

difficult to understand? 
 
Easy to remember 

The material and information use 
catchy words, phrasing, or language 
and evokes imagery and meaning that 
will help the intended audience 
remember the key messages.  

- What were the key messages? 
- What action should you now take? 
- Will it be easy or difficult to 

remember seeing or hearing this? 

 
 
Acceptable to audience  

The material, including the pictures and 
wording, is culturally and socially 
acceptable.  

- Is there anything about this 
material that you find offensive or 
inappropriate? 

- Is there anything about this 
material that someone in the 
community may find offensive or 
inappropriate? 

 
Relevant 

The material and information will be of 
interest to the intended audience.  

- Do you find having this 
information helpful? 

- Is this information of value to you? 
- What type of people would benefit 

from having this information?  
 
Concise and to the point 

The material and information are 
presented in a short and simple way. 
There should be no more than two or 
three key points or messages. 

- Was the material and information 
easy to read, watch, or listen to? 

- Were you able to quickly 
understand it? 

 
 
Persuasive 

The key benefits and reasons provided 
for the recommended public health 
action are ones that matter to the 
intended audience.  

- What is the benefit or major 
reason you should do the 
recommended behavior or action? 

- Is the benefit something that 
matters to you or that you are 
interested in getting? 

 
Avoids stigmatizing 

The materials, including the pictures 
and words, do not create or promote 
stigma of groups or communities.  

- Is there anything about this 
material that makes you feel 
anger, judgement, or fear for a 
certain group or community? 

 
Clear call to action 

The material contains specific, clear, 
and meaningful actions or steps that 
those in the intended audience can 
take to prevent or reduce the 
likelihood of harm. 

- What does the material ask the 
audience to do?  

- After seeing or reading this, what 
should someone do? 

Checklist for reviewing or pretesting communication  
messages and materials 
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WHO principles for effective communication 
 
This Framework supports the broad range of communication activities occurring 
across all parts and levels of WHO.  
 
It is organized according to six principles to ensure WHO communications are: Accessible to 
decision-makers; Actionable by decision-makers; Credible and trusted as perceived by decision-
makers; Relevant to decision-makers; Timely to enable decision-making; and Understandable to 
decision-makers.  
 
WHO strives at all times to ensure these principles are at the core of its communication activities 
and are reflected in the full range of materials and activities: social media messages (web-based fact 
sheets, feature stories, commentaries, infographics, Q&As), intranet content for WHO staff (press 
conferences, news releases and media advisories), videos (visibility and outreach activities, etc.). 

 Available at: https://www.who.int/about/communications/principles 

Additional Communication Resources 
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Pan American Health Organization and  
World Health Organization 
 
Key Concepts of Risk Communication, from COVID-19: Guidelines for 
Communicating about Coronavirus disease 2019: A Guide for Leaders 
 
Trust 
Trust is the key principle in risk communication. Without this trust, the public will not believe or act 
on information provided by the health minister or other officials. Ways to maintain trust include:  
• Don’t over-reassure. You can’t say everything will be OK if, in fact, you don’t know that. Say what 
you know and what the government is doing about it. Tell the public what they can do (e.g., Wash 
your hands, sneeze or cough into the inside of your elbow)  
• Don’t minimize people’s concern. People are fearful. That’s a healthy reaction.  
• COVID-19 is a scary disease.  
• Don’t suggest that the public shouldn’t worry.  
• Acknowledge the uncertainty.  
• Don’t say that the government has the situation under control; instead say what the government 
is doing.  
• Express empathy, sometimes referred to as speaking from the heart. For example, don’t say, “I 
know how you feel.” Instead say, “It’s natural to feel anxiety. This is a worrisome situation for all of 
us.”  
• Be the first out with the information. Tell the public that there is a case or suspected case of 
COVID19 as soon as you know it. Don’t wait to release what already has become rumor.  
• Acknowledge mistakes. If there is an error, correct it. That shows your human side and creates 
trust because you have not tried to hide information.  
 
Announcing early 
Announcing early shows leadership, leads to trust, reduces the rumors, and can save lives. The so-
called “first announcement” should say what is known, what it means, what is being done (e.g., 
“Today the first laboratory-confirmed case of COVID-19 was diagnosed. We are conducting contact 
tracing. This in an imported case, and the patient is now in isolation to prevent disease spread…”)  
to ensure these principles are at the core of its communication activities and are reflected in the full 
range of materials and activities: social media messages; web-based fact sheets, feature stories, 
commentaries, infographics, Q&As; intranet content for WHO staff; press conferences, news 
releases and media advisories; videos; visibility and outreach activities, etc. 
 

• Delayed announcements create speculation, which leads people to wonder how really bad 
the situation must be.  

• Avoid stigmatization. Many people of Chinese or Asian origin are suffering unwarranted 
discrimination. As leaders, you need to make sure stigmatization is minimized, or it can lead 
patients to deny they have the disease or to hide and fail to seek the care they need.  

• In this ever-connected world we cannot hide outbreaks.  
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• If you don’t know an answer to a question, say so. And then get the response later.  

• Fear and concern are initial reactions to crises. What’s often described as panic is an 
adjustment reaction to uncertainty and unknown risk. People rarely panic although officials 
think they do. 

• Don’t use technical jargon when communicating with the public or the news media.  

• Give people steps to protect their own health and the health of others.  

• Set expectations, e.g., “We expect things to get worse before they get better.”  

• Acknowledge that the situation will change and explain that you will provide updates when 
there is more information. (e.g., “This is an evolving situation, and we will update you later 
with more details.”)  

 
Transparency leads to trust 
There are limits but the goal is to aim for total candor.  
 

• Be transparent. Ensure that the criteria for taking different actions are clear and available 
(e.g., “We are vaccinating this group first because they are at greater risk” or “they are 
healthcare workers who are taking care of others.”) 

• Provide timely and transparent information that is technically correct and based on science.  

• Explain the decision-making process (e.g. “We felt that by naming the individual we would 
stigmatize his family.”)  

• Other limits to transparency include — but are not limited to — national security.  

• Detail what still needs to be learned and where the gaps lie.  

• Speak about the risks, benefits and challenges.  

• When guidance changes explain the reasons why. 

 
Involve the community 
 

• The public is entitled to information that affects their health and the health of their families 
and therefore should be involved in the process of message creation based on their 
reactions and feedback.  

• Public perception of risk often does not match the science-based reality. If the public does 
not perceive a risk, they won’t respond adequately to prevent it.  

• Gauging public perceptions can be done through polling, hotlines or social media.  

• Find out the beliefs of the community and include them in your messages and actions.  

 
Planning 
Risk communication works best when it is part of a larger plan or strategy outlined long before  
it is needed. 
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Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE) 
Guiding Principles: International Federation of Red Cross (IFRC), 
UNICEF, and WHO, 2020  
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Available at https://who.int/publications/i/item/covid-19-global-risk-communication-and-community-
engagement-strategy 
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This guide is available at:  
https://www.unicef.org/documents/social-stigma-associated-coronavirus-disease-covid-19 
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Tips on countering conspiracy theories and misinformation 
 

By Armaos, K., Tapper, K., Ecker, U., Juanchich, M., Bruns, H., Gavaruzzi, T., Sah, 
S., Al-Rawi, A., Lewandowsky, S. (2020).  
 

 
 
Available at https://www.shapingtomorrowsworld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/flyer_v18.pdf  
First published in December 2020. Free to distribute under Creative Commons License 
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Step Description Yes No Unsure 
Confirm  a. Has the public health situation, such as people 

being harmed or infected, been confirmed?  
 

b. Has initial information been reviewed to ensure it 
is accurate? 

 
c. Are the sources credible and trustworthy? 

   

   

   

 
Assess  a. To the best of your knowledge, do you have 

most of the relevant or needed facts and 
information regarding the situation and threat? 

 
b. Is available information from different sources 

consistent? If not, how does it differ? 
 

   

   
 
 
 

Determine 
information gaps 
and additional 
needs 

a. What additional information is needed? What inaccurate or incomplete 
information must be addressed or gathered? 
 
 
 

b. What information do you need to put the current public health situation or 
threat into perspective? Does available information enable you to gauge the 
scope of the problem or threat? Does it enable you to gauge the severity? 

 
 
 
 
c. What information is needed to gauge how the situation or threat will change 

in the coming days or weeks? 
 
 
 
 
d. What information is needed to provide public health guidance and 

recommendations regarding the health threat or risk? 
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Public Health Communication Information Review Worksheet 
Use this worksheet to determine whether information can be released by your agency. Initial 
information regarding a possible public health threat or risk is often incomplete or inaccurate. 

 
 



 

 
 
  

Question Answers / Key Message 
 

What has happened or is currently believed 
to have happened? When and where did it 
happen? What is the health threat and risk?  
 
 
 

 

What people, places, and communities are 
affected or potentially affected? What is 
known about how many people or 
communities were affected or may be 
affected? 
 

 

What is the health condition of those 
affected? Number? Location? 
 
 
 
 

 

How did this happen?  Is there still a risk or 
threat? Will or could more people be 
harmed? 
 
 
 

 

What is known about the cause of the 
health threat or risk? What is not yet known 
about the cause or risk? 
 
 
 

 

What are the symptoms of exposure or 
infection? 
 
 
 
  

 

Initial Public Health Communication Response Worksheet 
Describe the public health situation by answering the questions. Your answers 

will be the basis for your key message development. 
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What are the public health actions and 
measures that are currently being taken?  
Who is taking the action?  
 
 

 

What are the likely or possible public health 
actions that will be taken to stop, prevent, 
or reduce the health threat or risks? 
 
 

 

What is not yet known about the health 
threat and risks? What is being done to 
learn more? 
 
 

 

What should people do if they have 
symptoms or believe they have been 
exposed or infected? 
 
 

 

What are people being advised to do? What 
can people do now and in the future to 
protect themselves and their families?  
 
 

 

Who needs to be aware of and follow public 
health recommendations? 
 
 

 

What is the worst-case scenario? What is 
the best-case scenario? What is the most 
likely scenario? What affects how bad this 
could be or become? 
 

 

How long will it be before the situation 
returns to normal? 
 
 

 

What do you want the public to know about 
what is happening and the public health 
efforts being taken or planned?  
 

 

Initial Public Health Communication Response Worksheet 
Briefly identify and describe the public health response, actions and recommendations. 
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Question Answers / Key Message 

Who is in charge?  
 
What agency is in charge of the public health response 
efforts?  
 
Which government agencies are involved? Which have 
the primary responsibilities for the situation? 
 

 

What are the government / Ministry of Health / Public 
Health authorities currently doing in response to the 
situation or threat? 
 
 

 

What are the government / Ministry of Health / Public 
Health authorities planning to do in the days ahead 
response to the situation or threat? 
 
 

 

What government health agencies are involved in 
responding to the situation or public health threat? 
What is each of those agencies doing or planning to do?  
 
 

 

What other government agencies are involved in 
responding to the situation or public health threat? 
What is each of those agencies doing or planning to do? 
 

 

What government agency is in charge of providing 
information and updates regarding the public health 
situation? How will information and updates be 
provided to 1) the people and communities affected, 2) 
the news media, and 3) the broader public? 

 

What are the major non-government organizations 
involved, if any, in responding or assisting in the public 
health response or efforts? Are local hospitals and 
healthcare providers involved? What is each of the non-
government organizations doing? 

 

Initial Public Health Communication Response Worksheet 
Briefly identify the agencies and organizations involved in the response and outline  

their primary roles and responsibilities. 
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Rapid Situation Target Audience Assessment Worksheet 
A rapid assessment of the people, groups, and communities affected by the public health 

situation should be done to inform and guide the communication and community 
engagement activities. This can be done by completing the following: 

 
 

 
1. Who is affected?  Identify the known and potentially affected individuals, groups, 

and communities. Who has been harmed, potentially harmed, or could harmed? 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What are the risk factors? Identify currently known and possible factors that might 

place people, groups, or communities at a) risk for the health threat or illness and b) 
at higher risk for severe harm of illness. What is currently known or believed 
regarding why people were harmed or became ill? Are there location or 
environmental factors placing people at risk? Are there behavioral factors placing 
people at risk? 

 
 
 
 
3. What do we know about the threat? Identify what is currently known about the 

health risk or threat-related knowledge, beliefs, likely concerns, and behaviors 
among affected and potentially affected individuals, groups, and communities. How 
are they likely to understand and perceive the health threat, risk, and public health 
actions and recommendations? 

 
 
 
 
4. Who are the trusted sources of health information? Identify trusted individuals, 

organizations, community leaders, and types of people, such as healthcare 
providers, who might be able to influence or reach affected individuals, groups, and 
communities with public health recommendations or who could endorse public 
health recommendations.  
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Public Health Risk or Outbreak Communication Plan Template 
A public health risk or outbreak communication plan can be drafted using this template. 

1. Situation Summary – briefly 
describe the public health threat 
and response situation. What is 
happening and who is affected? 
What is known about the cause? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Identify the overall public health 
response outcomes – what needs 
to happen for there to be an 
effective overall public health 
response?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Communication objectives – what 
specific communication outcomes, 
such as knowledge, understanding, 
and willingness to accept public 
health recommendations – do you 
need to achieve for the public 
health response outcomes to be 
achieved?  

 

 

4. Audience(s) or sub-populations – 
who are the primary audience(s) for 
the messages and materials? Who is 
affected by the health threat or 
risk? 

 
 
 
 
 

5. Community Engagement – who are 
the individuals, trusted leaders, 
community organizations and 
groups that can help achieve the 
communication objectives and 
overall public health response 
goals? What are the goals of the 
community engagement? 

 

6. Potential partners – who are the 
agencies, organizations, or groups 
who have major roles or are 
significantly affected by the public 
health situation or threat? How can 
partnerships help achieve the 
communication objectives and 
overall public health goals? 
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7. Important or key messages – 
What are the 3 or 4 most 
important messages to provide 
immediately for an effective public 
health response? What is essential 
to say to those affected by the 
health threat or risk? 

 
 

 

8. Media and communication 
channels – What news and other 
traditional media or 
communication channels should 
be used to quickly reach large 
numbers of people who are 
affected or potentially affected by 
the health threat or risk? How 
soon can messages and guidance 
appear in those channels? 

 
 

 

9. Social media platforms – What 
social media platforms can be used 
to send out information, updates, 
and guidance regarding the public 
health situation, public health 
actions, and public health 
recommendations? Will those 
social media messages reach 
people who need to be reached or 
who can help us reach the people 
who need to be reached?   
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Public Health Response Communication Objectives Worksheet 
Crisis, risk and outbreak communication plans and efforts should be designed to achieve clear and 

specific communication objectives. Communication objectives are the specific outcomes that you are 
trying to achieve with your targeted audiences with your communication activities and messages. 

 
 
Requirements for developing your public health response communication objectives: 
 

1. Identify each of your primary or major audiences. 
2. For each primary audience, identify the behavior or behaviors you want them to do. That is, 

what specific behaviors, such as physical distancing, getting a diagnostic test, or getting a 
recommended vaccine, is the public health response and recommendations trying to achieve?  

3. Identify, for each audience, what knowledge and beliefs they would need to have to do the 
recommended behavior. For example, what knowledge and beliefs would members of the 
targeted audience need to have regarding a recommended vaccination, such as high 
awareness of the recommendation, trust and confidence in the vaccine, and belief that the 
vaccine was beneficial and safe. 

4. Use the information from 1, 2, and 3 to write your specific communication objectives.  
 

Use this worksheet to draft behavior and communication outcomes for each of your primary or major 
target audiences. Remember, health care providers, such as doctors and nurses, are very likely to be 
one of your primary or major target audiences in a response to a public health threat or emergency.  

 
Primary 

Audiences 
Needed Behavior Outcome 

What do people in this 
audience need to do? 

Needed Communication Outcome 
What do members of the audience 

need to understand? 
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Writing your Communication Objectives 
In addition to being connected to a specific audience, communication objectives should indicate how 

many people or what percentage of people you want to have awareness or a specific belief and by 
when, that is, a specific timeframe or date. 

 
 

Here are three examples of specific communication objectives. The first relates to creating awareness 
or knowledge of a public health recommendation among a targeted audience. The second relates to 

creating a specific needed belief among a targeted audience so that they are more likely to do a 
recommended behavior. The third relates to an action, such as doing the recommended behavior. 

 
Awareness Objective:  
to increase the number of people in a target audience who are aware of a public health 
recommendation. 
 
The public health communication efforts are seeking to create awareness of ____________ among 
___% of the (target audience) within (number of weeks or months) or by (specific date).  
 
 
 
 
 
Belief Objective:  
to change or increase the number of people in a target audience who hold or have a belief, attitude, 
or perception related to the recommended behavior.  
 
As a result of the public health communication efforts, ____% of the (target audience) will believe 
____________ within (number of weeks or months) or by (specific date).  
 
 
 
 
 
Action Objective:  
to change or increase the number of people in a target audience who plan, intend, or do a 
recommended public health action, such as wear a face covering or get a vaccination.  
 
As a result of the public health communication efforts, ____% of the (target audience) will intend to 
do, or do, _____________ within (number of weeks or months) or by (specific date).  
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Message Map Template 
A message map is a roadmap for displaying detailed, organized responses to anticipated questions  
or concerns. Well-constructed and accessible message maps are useful tools during an emergency 

that, if shared with partners and stakeholders, can support harmonized messages. Message maps are 
developed for each intended audience segment and typically have three levels. 

 
 
 
Audience to whom this message map is addressed: 
 
 
 
 
Question or concern that is being addressed: 
 
 
 
 

 
Key Message 1: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supporting Point or Fact Supporting Point or Fact  Supporting Point or Fact 
 
 
 

Key Message 2: 
 
 
 
 
 

Supporting Point or Fact Supporting Point or Fact  Supporting Point or Fact 
 
 
 

Key Message 3:  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supporting Point or Fact Supporting Point or Fact  Supporting Point or Fact 
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Partner and Engagement Worksheet 
Public health response activities, particularly those involving communication and outreach to affected 

and at-risk individuals, groups, and communities are more effective when partnerships and 
community engagement are used. 

 
 
 
Public health risk communication and outbreak or emergency communication efforts should identify 
the agencies, organizations, groups, and individuals that can strengthen the public health response 
efforts by identifying those who: 
 
• Can increase access to those affected by the public health threat or risk. 
• Can increase awareness of the health threat and public health recommendations among those 

affected by the public health threat or risk.  
• Can provide information and insights that can inform, guide, or improve public health response 

and communication efforts, including more effective messages and materials. 
• Are trusted by, and influential with, those affected by the public health threat or risk. 
• Can help get public health messages and information to those affected by the threat or risk. 
• Can facilitate public health actions that will stop, prevent, or slow the threat or risk. 
• Can foster understanding and support for public health actions and recommendations. 
• Can increase adoption or compliance with public health actions and recommendations. 
• Can help design, implement, or evaluate the effectiveness of public health response efforts or 

communication. 
 
Three steps to developing your partner and community engagement efforts can be 
developed by completing this worksheet. 
 
1. Identify the agencies, organizations, groups, and individuals whose involvement would strengthen 

the public health response or public health communication and education efforts directed at 
affected or at-risk individuals, groups, and communities.  

 
 
2. Use the list above to identify potential agencies, organizations, group, and individuals to involve 

and to determine the purpose for the engagement or partnership. 
 

 
3. For each, then identify specific roles or activities the partner or engaged individual, agency, 

organization, or group would have in the public health communication effort. 
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Potential partners Purpose of partnership Partner role 
 
 

Other federal agencies (list): 
 
 
 

  

Sub-national government agencies: 
 
 
 

  

Local or community government 
agencies:  
 
 

  

Health or medical care organizations 
or providers: 
 
 

  

National non-governmental 
organizations and Civic Groups: 
 
 

  

Sub-national NGOs and Civic Groups: 
 
 
 

  

Local NGOs and Civic Groups: 
 
 
 

  

Organizations and individuals that 
work with affected or at-risk sub-
populations: 
 

  

Key influencers: 
 
 
 

  

Businesses and Employers: 
 
 
 

  

Other: 
 
 
 

  

Other: 
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The resources, best practices, tips, and templates found in this document 
were drawn and adapted from the publicly available sources listed below. 
 
• Crisis and Emergency Preparedness and Response: Manual and Tools, U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/manual/index.asp 

• Global Risk Communication and Community Engagement Strategy, Interim Guidance, 23 
December 2020, WHO. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/covid-19-global-risk-
communication-and-community-engagement-strategy 

“• Communicating During an Outbreak or Public Health Investigation,” by A.J. Tumpey, D. 
Daigle, and G.J. Nowak in The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019, Oxford University 
Press. https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/chapters/Communicating-
Investigation.html 

• “Communicating Risk in Public Health Emergencies: a World Health Organization 
Guideline for Emergency Risk Communication (ERC) Policy and Practice,” WHO, January 
2018. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241550208  

• “COVID-19 Global Risk Communication and Community Engagement Strategy,” Global 
Outbreak Alert and Response Network (GOARN), IFRC, UNICEF, WHO, December 2020-
May 2021. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/covid-19-global-risk-
communication-and-community-engagement-strategy  

• “Outbreak Communication Planning Guide,” WHO, 2008 ed. 
https://www.who.int/ihr/elibrary/WHOOutbreakCommsPlanngGuide.pdf 

• Risk and Crisis Communication: 77 questions commonly asked by journalists during a 
crisis, by V. Covello. New York: Center for Risk Communication; 2002. 
https://frcog.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/CC-77-questions-most-frequentlyasked-
by-media.pdf 

• Guide for the preparation of a risk communication strategy for COVID-19 vaccines: A 
Resource for the countries of the Americas, Pan American Health Organization (PAHO); 
February 2021. https://iris.paho.org/handle/10665.2/53278  

• “Key Guidelines in Developing a Pre-Emptive COVID-19 Vaccination Uptake Promotion 
Strategy,” by J. French, S. Deshpande, W. Evans, and R. Obregon. International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health, 2020;17,5893. https://www.mdpi.com/1660-
4601/17/16/5893/htm  
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