
Module 1 

IHR Risk Communication Capacity: 
Transparency and First Announcement of a 

Real or Potential Risk
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Effective Outbreak Management

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are coming back to this slide again, which Satya discussed this morning. This is an essential concept that shows the important role of communication in effective risk management. When there is early detection and a rapid response, then the opportunity to manage the situation is much greater than when there is delayed action. 

This graph illustrates a typical epidemic curve during a disease outbreak. The vertical line or y-axis represents the number of cases and the horizontal line or x-axis represents the duration of the outbreak. 

When there is early detection and rapid response including proactive communication, the control opportunity—the area in yellow—is greater. 
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Proactive announcement of 
real or potential risk:

- Increases surveillance
- Protective behaviors
- Reduces confusion
- Gather scarce resources

Effective Outbreak Management

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The proactive announcement of a real or potential risk is critical to executing risk management

it leads to increased surveillance
early announcements often include indications of how people can protect themselves, announcing risks early reduces confusion since people have some authoritative information about the threat
It also allows partners to gather their resources who once notified can leverage their efforts for control    



When would your Ministry announce an outbreak or 
other public health crisis?
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First Announcement: The Most Important Communication 

In 2009, WHO conducted a survey with its member countries. One question asked was, “When would your Ministry announce an outbreak or other public health crisis?” Here we see the breakdown…
-20% said immediately 
-13% said following the media report
-67% said once the information have been confirmed 

In the most recent survey done by WHO…
-60% of all countries responding said that they had Standard Operating Procedures for releasing information during an emergency. 
-There was a low of 39% in the African Region (AFRO) and a high of 80% in the Southeast Asia Region (SEARO). 
-15 of the 20 countries in the PAHO responded to the survey with 61% indicating that they had Standard Operating Procedures for releasing information during an emergency.   



Transparency – the case 
against

• "The Unknowns"
• Lack of information will raise anxiety/panic
• Media will sensationalize information gaps
• Uninformed "experts" will speculate
• Say nothing, hope nothing happens
• Needless economic harm

Loss of control

The Case Against Transparency



Transparency -- the case for 

• Rumours will fill information vacuum 
• If media announce, undermines trust
• Withheld information more frightening
• Public accept uncertainty and changing risk 

assessment 
• Encourages protective behaviors/surveillance
• Describe the situation before others do
• Emergencies can't be hidden

Transparency increases control

The Case For Transparency



Japan Radiation Crisis

Tokyo Electric Power 
Company’s (TEPCO) late 
apology 

Initial information released 
was disjointed and 
incomplete

Chief Cabinet Secretary, 
“We could have provided 
information faster.”
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First, before discussing transparency and announcing early issues, we recognize that this was a complex emergency and that many things were handled well. 

Background—On March 11, Japan was hit by an enormous earthquake that triggered a deadly 23-foot tsunami in the northeast part of the country. This was the largest earthquake in Japan’s history. 

Later the same day, four nuclear power plants closest to the quake were shutdown and the cooling system at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station was reported not working and an explosion did occur at one of the reactors. A plant operator detected 8 times the normal levels of radiation outside and 1000 times the normal levels of radiation inside one of the control rooms. 

Now one million homes have no water and more million building are without power and almost 200,000 people have evacuated that live near the plants. 

Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) did not apologize to the public regarding the incident until days into the crisis. 

Public perceived apology made by TEPCO president to be insincere 
The disjointed and incomplete information released in those first few critical days created grave mistrust in the both TEPCO and the government. For example, the Japanese government said that radiation levels outside the plant were low and safe; however, experts from the world appeared to be more concerned about the situation and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) asked the government to share more information with them.  

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yukio Edano said, “In hindsight, we could have moved a little quicker in assessing the situation and coordinating all that information and provided it faster.” 



Japan Radiation Crisis 

Public recognized lack of 
transparency 

“Not knowing is our 
biggest fear.”

Missed opportunity to gain 
trust 
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Public recognizes lack of transparency—one Japanese citizen who fled he home was quoted, “We might be overreacting, but we also know Tokyo Electric is not telling us everything.” 
Another said, “We’re furious about a lack of information from both the government and TEPCO. We also noticed there are conflicting accounts from the parties. Foreign media is reporting the impact of the nuke accident would be disastrous while Japanese media play it down. This gap also urged us to leave.” 

Another citizen said, “There is a lot of frustration among the public…demanding  government to be more forthcoming. Not know is their biggest fear.” This was a result of conflicting information reports, language that the population could not easily understand, and refusal to confirm basic information about the incident. When an event such as this occurs, people are already afraid and withholding information only makes them more afraid. 

TEPCO, unfortunately, has a history of not being forthcoming and open about problems at other nuclear facilities. This was a missed opportunity for the electric power company to regain, to some extent, the public’s trust. 



How do you decide whether or not information 
should be released publicly? 

• Will the release of this information:
– help the affected community protect itself?
– impact an economic sector?
– stigmatize a population?
– make the Government "look bad"?
– introduce potential legal liability?

Transparency in Practice



Transparency in practice

IHR Risk Communication Capacity:

Transparency and effective information dissemination

1. Establish a decision making approach for public 
communication during emergency

2. Enshrine that approach in a guideline, policy or law
3. Ensure it is part of emergency management system 

through training, exercises, leadership endorsement

Transparency in Practice
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