
Module 3: Communicating Environmental and Health Risks 
Estimated time: 1.5 hours 

 

 

No problem is insurmountable!  
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Trusted information providers:  local health departments, environmental professionals. 
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Walking in someone else’s shoes may be one of your greatest community engagement and risk 
communication skills. Do they have children? What stresses may they have?  
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Remember: it is ok to say, “I don’t know” and offer to get an answer.  

 

 

Sometimes we call the positive key messages “sound bytes.” These are succinct, memorable messages, 
such as “arsenic levels were not at a harmful level”. 
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Your clothing and appearance may have impact. Wear something that a member of the community 
might wear, such as a business casual outfit. Or, if you are meeting with a lot of officials, you may need 
to be respectful and wear a suit. 

 

Sometimes it is appropriate to wear a suit and other times it isn’t. Wear something that a member of 
the community might wear, such as a business casual outfit. Or, if you are meeting with a lot of officials, 
you may need to be respectful and wear a suit. 
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KC1 Answer: a) True 

 

KC #2 Answer: All but b) and e) are true. Why are these are incorrect? 

 

 KC #3 Answer: All of the above. 
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KC #4 Answer: a), b), and d) are true. Disclose as much information as you can. If data is uncertain, you 
can say so. Emphasizing worst-case scenarios without looking at a realm of possibilities may alarm 
people. Admit your mistakes. You are human. 

  

KC #5 Answer: False. Conflicts or public disagreements can confuse your audience and impact the way 
you communicate. 

 

KC #6 Answer: Third bullet is correct. 
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KC #7 Answer: a), d), e), f) are correct. Answer b) is incorrect. You can include an update on what is 
happening or will happen to keep the community informed and build trust. Avoid technical language 
and jargon (answer c) so that your communication is clear and easy to understand. 
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There is a hard copy of this template at your tables. 
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The hard copy of this case study is at your table. Let’s review it. 

 

During the meeting, daycare staff and parents were reassured and were satisfied with the remediation.  
The message to parents was that children from the daycare will not have direct contact with the 
contaminated soil in the playground and thus, will not be exposed to the arsenic in the soil.    
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What key messages do you think are important to include? 

 

This is what the actual Message Map looked like. THIS SLIDE IS ALSO A HARD COPY FOR USE IN THE 
EXERCISE. Please note that there are more than 9 words per message to illustrate the use of the 
message map.  
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Now let’s look at the Asbestos Mine case study. Case study is at the table. 

 

 



14 
 

 

 

 

Use your blank Message Map Template and information from the case study. What key message do you 
think should be included? Take a few minutes to fill in part of your template, and we will review it 
together. 
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Is your message map similar to this? 

 

 

There is a handout highlighting the above resources at your table. Feel free to look through these on 
your own time.  
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Gather as much information as possible about the exposure, e.g. accident vs. workplace vs. 
spill/dumping, who is exposed (children, adults), deaths or illnesses?  There are hard copies of this tool 
at each table.  Let’s review together. 

 

Review: high concern, high risk; high concern, low risk; and low concern, high risk. You will see many of 
Covello’s Risk Communication Rules here. For example, with high concern and high risk: empathy, 
understanding of community, caring, honesty, openness, expertise. In a situation with high concern but 
low risk: be patient, listen, use message in a moderate tone to not evoke fear, caring, empathy, 
listening.  
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What is Plain Language/Plain Writing? Basically, you are writing or speaking to the level of your 
audience. For general communications, this is typically an 8th-grade level. The Plain Writing Act of 2010 
was passed to enhance citizen access to government information and services by establishing that gov’t 
documents issued to the public must be written clearly, and for other purposes 

 

In addition, using plain language helps to build trust. 
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