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Who’s involved?
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 You don’t feed the people like they are 
mushrooms, [keeping] them in the dark. 
They may not be scientists, but... [t]hey 
have enough intelligence. 

(Henri, Post-Walkerton project)



 “It’s not easy to know how to engage them, 
but even then you have a hard time, deciding 
who the public is.” 

(Key Informant, public participation project in 
situations of uncertainty)

 Public perspective: engagement = “sharing 
decisions already made… People should be 
involved prior to [things like open houses]”
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Jardine, C.G., Turtiak, M., & Driedger, S.M. (2009). Public participation and risk 
governance: Opportunities and barriers. International Journal of Risk Assessment and 
Risk Management:13(3-4): 260-275



Things we all know as human beings
1. Treat people with respect
2. Take the time to build relationships
3. Actively listen 
4. Share some control/power over the process
5. Interact with people where they are at; not where 

you think they should be
6. Clarify terms – make sure everyone is talking about 

the same thing…and then clarify again to be sure
7. Share results of what has been learned and 

explain decisions
8. Evaluate how well things worked
9. Repeat steps 1-8
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Treat people with respect
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“There are significant health and economic 
consequences associated with communication 
failures. … As a result, one should no more release 
untested communications than untested 
pharmaceuticals” Fischhoff, B. 1998. Communicate unto others. 

Reliability Engineering and System Safety, 59:63-72.



Take time to build 
relationships and actively 
listen
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Cartoon by Bradford Veley/bradveley.com



Share some control/power 
over the process
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Source: www.foodstandards.gov.au



 I mentioned the bit about silos: “oh, that’s a 
comms issue”; well then, can we get 
someone from comms at our next meeting 
because we need to work on this together. 
That’s what should have happened. It needs 
to be more integrated. You’re the scientist, 
we’re the communicators, together we can 
put together some stuff that’s pretty darn 
awesome, but we have to work together to 
get there. (Key Informant, H1N1 study)

5/25/2016 12

Driedger, SM, Maier, R., and Jardine, C. Public Health Science and Communication: 
Never the Twain Shall Meet? Paper in preparation



Interact with people where 
they are at; not where you 
think they should be



‘Good’ risk communication practice

 Generally acknowledged as a two-way 
dialogue between experts and/or agencies 
and the public to exchange all types of 
information, knowledge and experience about 
a given risk situation

 The primary goal of this communication is to 
inform people so that they may make 
responsible decisions on the risks they face

5/25/2016 14

National Research Council. 1989. Improving Risk Communication. Washington, DC: 
National Academy Press.



©ScienceCartoonsPlus.com

If knowledge is power…people need to be able to 
access, understand, evaluate and act on risk 
information



Clarify terms – make sure 
everyone is talking about the 
same thing



 “We have to find a better way to satisfy the need for 
a scientific exactness versus the need to make sure 
the public actually gets the message that we’re 
trying to deliver.”

 “We throw around words that nobody knows what 
we mean, low risk, high risk, very low risk. When I 
want to say that something practically is not going to 
happen, I say, negligibly low risk or so low that I 
can’t even measure it … But I don’t think that 
everyone interprets those words the same way 
because they’re undefined.” 

(Key Informants, H1N1 study)
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Driedger, SM, Maier, R., and Jardine, C. Public Health Science and Communication: 
Never the Twain Shall Meet? Paper in preparation



Language needs to be accessible
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 “We’re looking for something crisp, clean, that 
people can understand, and they’re nuancing. 
We had quite a bit of pushback from media: “you 
guys need to get over yourselves.” One reporter 
said “we just want to know if we’re going to die, 
okay!” The qualifiers that we were putting into 
the language frustrated people.” 

(Key informant, H1N1 project) 
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Driedger, SM, Maier, R., and Jardine, C. Public Health Science and Communication: 
Never the Twain Shall Meet? Paper in preparation



Share Results
and Explain
Decisions
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©Tim Dolighan, 2009, Dolighan Cartoons



Share results of what has been learned
 “Well, for me personally, I want to go away 

from a process feeling even if I didn’t get my 
way, that at least I had the opportunity to be 
heard and it was done fairly and okay, we 
can agree to disagree and let’s move on and 
okay, some of my stuff is in there but maybe 
not everything I wanted.” 

(Public participant, trust project)
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Jardine, C.G. and S.M. Driedger. (2014). Risk communication for empowerment: An 
ultimate or elusive goal? pp.258-276. Effective Risk Communication. J. Árvai and L. 
Rivers III (Eds.). New York: Earthscan Publications from Routledge. 



Why is it so hard to share results & explain 
decisions?



Is there a role for transparency?
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Not fishbowl transparency
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Reasoned transparency: access and 
comprehension
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Consequences of not explaining decisions
J:   That was my first question, like why did they pick on the 

Metis to have the shot first. Like that’s what I wanna know 
[…] I was concerned because it seemed like they were 
picking like Aboriginals and Metis and the white people 
weren’t, couldn’t even get [the] vaccine until these guys 
were getting it.

M:  Almost like we were guinea pigs.

J:   Ya, that was my concern.
(Focus Group, H1N1 project, Metis groups)

Driedger, S.M., Cooper, EJ, Jardine, C.G., Furgal, C., and Bartlett, J. (2013) 
Communicating risk to Aboriginal Peoples: First Nations and Metis responses to 
H1N1 risk messages. PLoS ONE. 8(8): e71106.
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No evidence of Aboriginal predisposition to 
H1N1
 I know when the H1N1 came out they said uh 

certain groups, was it youth, aboriginals, elderly, 
you know are at high risk, it’s like how do you 
know that you know. What studies, show me 
some papers, show me some reports saying 
you’ve conducted some studies, or just 
especially when they targeted aboriginals, I 
thought hold on a second, you’re telling me that 
you know better than everyone else that I need 
the shot?

Driedger, S.M., Cooper, EJ, Jardine, C.G., Furgal, C., and Bartlett, J. (2013) 
Communicating risk to Aboriginal Peoples: First Nations and Metis responses to 
H1N1 risk messages. PLoS ONE. 8(8): e71106.



Presentation of uncertainty
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Interpretations of uncertainty
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One size (doesn’t) fit all
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Know your audience
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Evaluate how well things 
worked
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Things we all know as human beings
1. Treat people with respect
2. Take the time to build relationships
3. Actively listen 
4. Share some control/power over the process
5. Interact with people where they are at; not where 

you think they should be
6. Clarify terms – make sure everyone is talking about 

the same thing…and then clarify again to be sure
7. Share results of what has been learned and 

explain decisions
8. Evaluate how well things worked
9. Repeat steps 1-8
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How do you meaningfully engage 
public audiences?
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