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Impacts of hazard communication

Positive

• Psychological – a feeling of 
understanding risk, that people 
(scientists, policy makers) are paying 
attention

• Personal and household 
preparedness

• School, hospital, and workplace 
preparedness

• Policy affecting, e.g., building codes
• Infrastructure updates
• -> Spur action toward resiliency

Negative

• Psychological – unnecessarily induce 
anxiety

• Inhibit action (sense of helplessness)
• Economic damage through, e.g., 

tourist avoidance or property 
depreciation

• Increased work for agencies in 
correcting messaging

• Decreased trust 

This is why we do it This is why we do it responsibly



Inaccuracy...















Breaking big stories

When the narrative takes on a life of 
its own (when we lose control of our 
story)

• Contact media outlets to correct 
misinformation

• Share the right/best information on 
multiple channels

• Use the moment to share the 
process of science

Preparing for media overwhelm

• Contact your PIO or communications 
office

• Recognize your time may be 
distributed differently than you have 
budgeted or are used to

• Leverage the exposure to share your 
process, the process of science, and 
the hazards you are communicating





The first thing reported is the one most remembered



The economics of eruption communication

STEINBRECHER: People are under the impression 
that the whole island is erupting and sinking into the 
sea and, you know, really this is just how this - how 
all of the Hawaiian island were made.

ROTT: You hear this frustration all over the Big 
Island. Many people here blame the over-excited 
news coverage. Tourism officials say the booking 
pace for the summer has slowed by almost 50 
percent. People are canceling hotel stays and 
conferences, fishing trips and bike tours. But locals 
argue there's still plenty to do.

- Nathan Rott, NPR, “Kilauea Volcano 
Disrupts Big Island's Tourist-Dependent 
Economy”



Communication choices that can have big impact
Actions that can harm

• Using a photo not representative of 
the current situation, e.g., a photo of 
an eruption when the volcano 
discussed is not erupting

• Showing only photos of destruction 
that do not represent the overall 
effects

• Focusing on worst-case scenario 
rather than most-likely scenario

• Focusing on “the wrong thing,” e.g. 
earthquake magnitude (size) rather 
than intensity (effects = impact)

• Not sharing actions to take

• Exaggerating or not making the 
extent of the area affected clear

• Sensationalized headlines
• Gratuitous selfies, photos within 

restricted areas, photos without 
appropriate personal protective 
equipment (PPE)

• Photos of destruction of property 
and/or life

• “Overdue”
• Non-expert sources



Communication choices that can have big impact (cont.)

Actions that can help

• Use situation-appropriate photos; 
ask: Is this image misleading?

• Emphasize or include most-likely 
scenario

• Ask hazards professionals what the 
most important thing to understand 
is

• Share preparedness action & safety 
information and official sources

• Report not only closures but clarify 
the extent of the area affected and 
what/where is still open for business

• Generate accurate yet still engaging 
headlines

• Share photos that indicate 
responsible approaches to hazards 
study and coverage (PPE, access, 
empathy)

McClure and Velluppillai (2013) 
in Deves et al. (2019)



What makes a story newsworthy?

• Timeliness
• Proximity
• Conflict and Controversy
• Human Interest
• Relevance
• Significance
• Prominence
• Novelty (man bites dog)


