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Risk Perception and Communication 

 WHO Risk Handbook 

• For programme managers who need 

basic information on EMF risk 

perception, communication and 

management 

• Available in English 

• Translated into Spanish, Italian, 
German, French, Russian, 
Bulgarian, Dutch, Polish, 
Portuguese, Hungarian, Chinese and 
Japanese 

 http://www.who.int/peh-emf/publications/risk_hand/en/ 
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WHO International EMF Project 

 Established in 1996 

 Coordinated by WHO HQ 

 A multinational, multidisciplinary effort 

to create and disseminate information 

on human health risk from EMF 

 



EC Workshop on EMF and Health Effects |  Athens, Greece, 28 March  2014 4 | 

Session 1 

Session 2 Session 3 
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Some definitions 

Driving a car is a potential health hazard  

 

Driving a car fast presents a risk.  The higher 
the speed, the more risk is associated with 
the driving  

 

Every activity has an associated risk. In the 
real world, there is no such thing as a zero 
risk 
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Risk perception 

 The public does not perceive risk the same 

way experts do  

 The danger posed by a hazard is not the only 

important factor in risk perception 

 Risk perception is directly proportional to the 

levels of emotional response evoked in the 

public (e.g. outrage, fear, apathy) 

 Many cultural, personal and subjective factors 

affect risk perception 
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Risk Perception 

  New technologies alarm 

people 

– Affecting children,  

– influencing future 

generations 

– Potentially disastrous 

consequences 

– Cannot be seen or smelt 

– Unfamiliar 

– Cannot be controlled 
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Measuring risk perception 

  EMF Barometers (2006, 

2010) 

 Public perception of the 

potential health effects of 

EMFs 

– Awareness and concerns 

– Satisfaction with information  

– Role of public authorities 

and the EU 

– …. 
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Risk communication 

 Risk communication is about two way 

communication between experts, policy 

makers and the public 

 Risk communication should enable 

stakeholders to take informed decisions to 

protect themselves 

 In today's reality, and in communicating 

about technological threats 

– Multi-directional communications 

– Multi-stakeholder involvement: champions 

and blockers; active and passive 

– "Loss of control" of communications 

– Coloured by outrage, fear and emotions 
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Managing EMF Risk Communication 
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When to Communicate? 

 Need to provide 

information and knowledge   

 Develop communication 

through an open dialogue 

with all parties involved 

before setting policies  

 Risk surveillance 
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Outrage  

management 

Precaution  

Advocacy 

Crisis  

Communication 

Health Education; 

Stakeholder Relations 
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Four Risk Communication Strategies 
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What to Communicate? 

 Communicating the 

science 
– Simplify the message 

– Explain scientific uncertainty 

– Present all the evidence 

– Provide inclusion/exclusion criteria 

 Explaining policy measures 

 Putting the risk in 

perspective 
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IARC  Classification of RF fields 

(June 2011) 
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With Whom to Communicate? 
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The media 

 The media still has influence 

but has changed 

– Horizontal journalism 

– 24-hour journalism 

– Lack of funds 

 Social media 

– 1 in 5 minutes on internet 

spent on social networks 

(Facebook, twitter, ..) 

– 35% of the world uses internet 
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How to Communicate? 

 Setting the tone 

– How to work with distrust 

– Building effective communication skills 

 Selecting tools and techniques 

– Passive vs. active engagement techniques 

 Use the platforms and channels that your audience uses, 

use multiple channels 



EC Workshop on EMF and Health Effects |  Athens, Greece, 28 March  2014 19 | 

WHO Research Agendas 

  To promote research areas that have 

relevance to public health, and can 

– reduce scientific uncertainties: 

health effects research 

– respond to public concern through 

better risk communication: social 

science research 

 Useful to researchers and funding 

agencies  
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Social science research 
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Radiation 

Public Health 

Radon 

UV 

EMF 

X-rays 

Public Concern 

Radon 

UV 

EMF 

X-rays 
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subject. These views have not been adopted or in any way approved by the Commission and should not be relied upon as a statement of 
the Commission's or Health & Consumers DG's views. The European Commission does not guarantee the accuracy of the data
included in this paper, nor does it accept responsibility for any use made thereof.


