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Common (but Erroneous) View of
Risk Communication

1 Its Aim: To persuade the public and consumers
to accept experts’ opinions about the
acceptability or unacceptability of certain risks

— By filling the ‘knowledge deficit’ on the part of the non-
expert public (of science and risk)

— By demonstrating the ‘irrationality’ of public fears and
perceptions of safety

— By preventing the public from ‘over-reacting’ (a trap)

1 Its Method: The use of effective educational and
marketing techniques to ‘get the message
across’.




Assumptions Behind This View...

1 Risk assessment science provides an objective,
unambiguous answer to the question, ‘What is
the extent of the risk?’

1 Risk management science has a reliable and
uncontroversial means of managing risks within
accepted bounds of safety.

1 The question of what levels of risk are
acceptable is not legitimately contestable.

1 That public perceptions of risk and safety are
scientifically naive and irrational.




In Fact...

1 Risk Assessment, Risk Management, and
Risk Communication are activities infused
with uncertainty and with subjective
judgments
— These uncertainties are of various kinds and

at they are present at various levels.

1 Scientists, risk managers and
communicators need to acknowledge
these uncertainties, amongst themselves
and in conversation with the public.




The Uncertainties in
Risk Assessment Science

1 RA Science is constantly presented with novel
problems, hypotheses, and methods.

— This is more the rule than the exception in most public
risk controversies.

— Prion diseases like BSE/VCJD are a classic example.
1 Scientist are often pressed for scientific _
judgements about risks while the data are still

Incomplete and/or conflicting.

— Risk managers often need to make critical decisions in response
to safety questions and concerns arising from new information.

1 The concept of ‘risk’ itself has subjective value
judgements inherent in it. For example:
— How should “Harm” be defined and measured?
— What burdens & standards of proof are appropriate? .




The Uncertainties and Variables in
Risk Management




Differences in Expert and Non-
Expert Perceptions of Risk

1 For experts, hazard probability is more
important than hazard magnitude.

1 Experts prefer quantitative measures of
risk acceptability.
— Low risk safe.
— High benefits make lower risk acceptable

— Risk comparisons (“You already take risk A,
why not accept equal risk B?”)




Experts typically view non-
experts as :

1 overestimating low-probability high consequence
risks

1 underestimating high probability, low
consequence risks (e.g., non-lethal, non-
debilitating illness)

1 having contradictory and illogical attitudes
towards risks (e.g., they smoke cigarettes while
demanding organic foods)

8 Demanding “zero-risk” when it is rarely possible
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Non-Expert Perceptions of
Safety

1 Greater attention given to the magnitude
of the potential harm than to its probability

31 Greater attention to the acceptability of
risk than to its magnitude

1 Greater attention given to the qualitative
than to the quantitative aspects of risk.




Qualitative Aspects of Non-Expert
Perceptions of Risk Acceptability

1 Magnitude of risk

1 Unfamiliarity of risk (including uncertainty)

1 Distribution of risks and benefits

1 “Dread” factor in the risk

1 Catastrophic potential of risk (loss of control
and remediation)

1 The risk is generated by an unethical activity

8 Voluntariness of Risk

1 Trust in the Risk Assessors & Managers
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Choice of Safety Standards

1 “Safety” involves a discretionary value
judgement about the acceptability of a risk

1 \Who gets to decide how much risk is
acceptable?
— The Experts (risk assessors, managers)?
— Risk producers (those who benefit from risk)?
— Risk-bearers (those who are ‘at risk’)?

1 | would argue that it is the “risk-bearers”
who ultimately have the say about safety.

— This is why a primary task of risk communication
involves consultation with the public on appropriate
safety standards with the public.
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What is the Appropriate Safety
Standard?

1 Zero-risk
1 Actual Acceptance
1 Presumed or Implied Acceptance

1 “Expert” Standards
— “Threshold” standards (ADI, Natural Background)
— “ALARA” (Cost Effectiveness)
— Risk-Benefit standards

1 Each may be appropriate for different
types of risks and risk-stakeholders.

(ADI, )
— “ALARA” As low as reasonably achievable

( )
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Risk Management Strategies

1 These are always subject to human and
technological errors, as well as political
compromises and bureaucracy.

— Things can (and will) go wrong, not matter how good
the management strategy.

1 There is always the question: ‘Who should
manage the risk?’ The producer, the regulator,
or the consumer?

1 There is always debate about which
management strategies are most effective, or if
the most effective are worth the cost.

— E.g., most countries in the world, unlike Japan, do not

consider testing of every animal for BSE to be worth
the cost.
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Implication: There Is No Single
Answer To Many Safety Questions

1 The experts may disagree about the
interpretation of the scientific evidence

1 Thus, the public, too, will have differing
opinions of the risk levels

— Some of these differing opinions will be
scientifically informed, some will not be

1 Experts and non-experts will have different
views of the acceptability of the risks
— They will invoke different safety standards
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Implications for Risk
Communication
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The Fundamental Aim of Risk
Communication

To provide the public and consumers with
the most accurate and reliable information
they need to judge the acceptability of a
risk. To do this they need to know

e The state of the scientific assessment of risk
(including disagreements & uncertainties)

* Whether the safety standards employed comport with
their own risk acceptance levels.

» The rationale behind the risk management strategies
employed by regulators & industry
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Elements of the Risk
Communication Task

1 Providing the most accurate account of current
scientific knowledge.
— What is known (by consensus)
— What is unknown (by consensus)
— What is controversial (no scientific consensus)

1 Assuring of the public is best accomplished by
messages that establish trust in the experts.
— That they are competent

— That they are truthful

— That they are serious about public safety by
implementing responsible management strategies.

17



How to Convince the Public that
Risks are Competently Managed

1 By demonstrating that public concerns are being
taken seriously.
— Public sensitivities about safety levels are heeded
— Aspects of the risk of interest to the public are being
considered
1 Risk management strategies are appropriate for
the type & level of risk

1 Risk management strategies are competent

— Importance of looking at ‘best practices’ in other
countries

— Is our management as good, or even better?
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Common Errors in Risk
Communication (I)

1 Confusing ‘absence of evidence of risk’ with
‘evidence of absence of risk’
— One of the most common, and most ‘unscientific’
errors of risk communication.
— Driven, apparently, by the reticence of scientists to
admit ignorance in public.
1 Reluctance to admit scientific uncertainties and
unknowns in public.
— Overstating the reliability of the current state of
scientific knowledge.

— This tendency is one of the significant factors in the
significant decline in public trust of scientists in recent
years. Humility is an important scientific virtue (and
an axiom of scientific method, often forgotten)
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Common Errors in Risk
Communication (Il)

1 Assuming that the most important thing to
communicate is the accuracy of the risk
assessment — and then that a low
assessment of the risk establishes the
acceptability of the risk.

1 For reasons we have seen, the public is
generally concerned about much more
than the magnitude of the risk established
by the risk assessment.
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Common Errors in Risk
Communication (II1)

1 Seduction by the lure of ‘zero-risk’ messages

— Driven by the desire to protect the public from
unsubstantiated fear.

— Also driven by the erroneous assumption that lay
people want ‘zero risk’

— Zero risk messages are a sure way to destroy trust
1 ‘Acceptable risk’ messages are generally better

— ‘Acceptable risk’ messages require a reference to the
standard of safety being invoked

— It also calls attention to the fact that stakeholders in a
risk controversy will invoke different standards of
safety, which need to be negotiated in public policy
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Common Errors in Risk
Communication (V)

1 Attempting to persuade public acceptance
of a controversial safety standard.
— The preferred safety standards of experts:
1The Risk/Benefit standard

1The Implied Acceptance standard (“You already
accept Risk X, so you should also accept Risk Y?)

— The preferred standards of non-experts:
1Voluntary acceptance (let me decide)
1The ‘common and understandable risk’ standard

1The ‘trustworthy risk manager’ standard
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What Does the Public Need to
Know?

1 The best and latest scientific information

1 The nature and extent of the uncertainties
and unknowns

1 What is being done to fill in the gaps in
knowledge

# What, given public concerns and
acceptance of risk, are the most
responsible risk management strategies
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The BSE/vCJD Example

BSE/vCJD
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The State of Prion Science

1 Prion science was in a state of infancy at
the beginning of the BSE/vCJD crisis.

1 Despite advances, it is far from a state of
scientific maturity.

1 In the interim, many risk management
decisions have been made with respect to
human and animal health.
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Continuing Scientific Uncertainties

The nature and concept of the infectious agent (the
‘typical’ and ‘atypical’ prions)

The origin and aetiology of the disease (e.g., genetic
factors, spontaneous mutation of prions)

The routes of transmission, both intra-species and inter-
species

The infectivity of tissues in different animals (e.g. blood,
muscle, milk, lymphatic system, etc. in cows, sheep,
goats, elk)

1 The impacts of inflammation or other infections in tissues
1 The relationships among various TSE'’s (BSE, CJD,
vCJD, CWD, Scrapie) including the question of their
ability to infect different animals (e.g., BSE in
sheep/goats, CWD in humans)

(BSE, CJD, vCJD, CWD,
BSE,
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Major Risk Communication Issues

1 What animal tissues are ‘safe’ to eat and what
tissues should be considered ‘unsafe’ (SRM) in
infected cows?

1 Does detection of PrPsc in tissue (e.g., in
mammary and muscle tissue) imply
(unacceptable) risk of milk or muscle meat?

1 What level of prion concentration in tissue is
necessary to pose an (unacceptable) risk?

1 Are current BSE tests reliable enough to protect
the public? Which is the more effective
management strategy — testing or SRM
removal?
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What Communication Strategies
Are Likely to Be Least Effective?

® Convincing the public that the risks are lower than feared
(even if true) “Trust the risk assessment”
— e.g. “There will be only X cases of vCJD, not X"”

8 Assuring the public that the overall social benefits
outweigh the risks
— —i.e. the risks are “worth it”

# Convincing the public that the risks of vCJD are
acceptable because they are much lower than many
other risks they already accept

1 Assuring the public that risk management strategies
being adopted guarantee “zero risk”
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What Communication Strategies
Are More Likely to Be Effective?

1 Candidly admitting the uncertainties and
unknowns in the science, and the legitimacy of
public safety concerns

1 Focusing on what is being done to minimize the
risk, not on what the experts think are the real
risks (in contrast to the “ignorant” public). Risk
communication is only as effective as the risk
management strategies it is able to report!

1 Respecting public’s ability to deal with
ambiguous science, and to make reasonable
choices about managing risks where they can
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Concluding Thought

1 Risk Communication is primarily the
activity of providing the public with the
information it needs to make reliable
judgments about the safety of food.

1 Risk Communication, therefore, will be
only as good and as effective in assuring
public concerns about safety as the are
the risk management strategies it
communicates.
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Thank You for Your
Attention
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