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1. Introduction
A Joint FAO/WHO Expert Consultation on the Application of Risk Communication to Food
Standards and Safety Matters was held from 2-6 February 1998 at the Italian Ministry of Health,
Rome. The Consultation participants are listed in Annex 1.
Mr John R. Lupien, Director, Food and Nutrition Division, FAO, opened the Consultation by
welcoming the participants on behalf of the Director-General of the FAO. Mr Lupien informed
the participants that this was the third in a series of FAO/WHO expert consultations in the broad
area of risk analysis. The first consultation addressed those elements of risk analysis concerning
the process of risk assessment and was held in Geneva in March 1995. The second consultation
was held in Rome in January 1997 and addressed those elements of risk analysis involved in the
process of risk management. He noted that risk communication was once thought to be the
process of communicating accurate and science-based messages about food risks from experts to
non-experts or between experts. Present experience, however, has shown that there is a
distinction between the preparation and dissemination of risk messages and the process of
communicating these messages. Mr Lupien stressed that modern approaches include an
interaction and dialogue between the risk communicator and the receiver of the communication,
to develop the necessary understanding and confidence among all concerned that risks are being
properly assessed and controlled.
Mr Lupien noted that risk communication includes all communication among scientists, policy
makers and the public during the risk assessment and management processes. These various
communications require different approaches and often result in varying levels of understanding.
This results in differing degrees of communication effectiveness. Mr Lupien indicated that
therein lies one of the major challenges facing this Consultation. In closing, Mr Lupien thanked
the Italian Ministry of Health for providing the venue for the Consultation. He stated that this
was a further example of the continuing co-operation between the Government of Italy and
international agencies such as FAO and WHO.
Dr Fritz Käferstein, Director, Programme of Food Safety and Food Aid, WHO, welcomed the
participants on behalf of the Director-General of the WHO. Dr Käferstein outlined the ongoing
WHO activities related to food safety risk communication. He recalled that the WHO
Constitution, which established the organization 50 years ago, foresaw a broad mandate for
WHO in health risk communication as well as food safety. In particular, WHO’s role in the
Codex Alimentarius Commission (CAC) is to assure that Codex recommended standards and
codes of practice are protective of public health. He pointed out that WHO is also involved in a
broad range of food safety activities in which risk communication plays a critical role. He
emphasized WHO’s advice to member governments on risk analysis related to food safety. He
noted that two WHO publications would be issued in 1998 which address risk communication in
food safety (1,2). He stated that it was clear that the deliberations of this Consultation and the
ensuing recommendations will be very important to governments, industry, the consumer and the
international agencies.
Dr Romano Marabelli, Director-General of the Department of Food, Nutrition and Public Health,
Italian Ministry of Health, added his welcome to the participants on behalf of the Ministry of
Health. He stated that risk communication is a very difficult process. He pointed out that good
risk management strategies lead to real food security and that there is therefore a need to
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communicate to the public what is being done. He stressed the importance of this Consultation
in providing guidance in this area.
The Consultation elected Dr Marabelli (Italy) as the Chairman and Mrs Helga Reksnes (Norway)
as the Vice Chair. Dr Michael Bolger (USA) was appointed Rapporteur.
2. Background
A Joint FAO/WHO Expert Consultation on the Application of Risk Analysis to Food Standards
Issues was held during March 1995 in Geneva. That consultation focused mainly on the use of
risk assessment to assure a sound scientific basis for decision-making when considering food
safety (3). It further recognized that the process of risk analysis is actually comprised of three
interrelated processes, namely risk assessment, risk management and risk communication. The
Twenty-first Session of the CAC, held in Rome later in 1995, endorsed this concept in principle
and called on FAO and WHO to jointly convene additional consultations to address risk
management and risk communication (4). In January 1997, a Joint FAO/WHO Expert
Consultation on the Application of Risk Management to Food Safety Matters was held in Rome.
That consultation proposed a risk management framework, definitions of key terminology and
general principles of food safety risk management (5).
Risk communication was defined by the March 1995 Consultation on the Application of Risk
Analysis to Food Safety Issues as "an interactive process of exchange of information and opinion
on risk among risk assessors, risk managers, and other interested parties". The practical
application of risk communication in relation to food safety involves all aspects of
communications among risk assessors, risk managers and the public. This includes the
mechanisms of delivery; message content; timeliness of the communication; the availability and
use of supporting materials and information; and the purpose, credibility and meaningfulness of
the communication.
With increased public concern regarding food safety, greater demands are placed on risk
communicators to involve the public and other interested parties in an interactive dialogue and to
explain the magnitude and severity of risks associated with foodborne hazards in clear and
comprehensible terms that convey credibility and trustworthiness. This requires communicators
to recognize and overcome gaps in knowledge as well as obstacles inherent in the uncertainties
of scientific risk assessment.
The present Consultation completes the review of the three component parts of risk analysis and
addresses the process of risk communication. The objectives of the Consultation were:
1. To identify the elements of, and recommend guiding principles for, effective risk
communication;
2. To examine the barriers to effective risk communication and to recommend means by which
they can be overcome;
3. To identify strategies for effective risk communication within the risk analysis framework;
and,
4. To provide practical recommendations to FAO, WHO, Member Governments, the CAC,
other international and national organizations, industry and consumers in order to improve
their communication on matters related to the risk assessment and management of food
safety hazards.
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In addressing these issues, the Consultation was to consider the entire scope of the application
of risk communication to food standards and safety matters related to health and trade. This
includes the interaction between risk assessors and risk managers, and among risk assessors, risk
managers, risk communicators and the public. In doing so, the Consultation was also to take note
of the reports of the two previous joint FAO/WHO expert consultations (3,5).
3. Elements and guiding principles of risk communication
Introduction and definition
Effective communication of information and opinion on risks associated with real or perceived
hazards in food is an essential and integral component of the risk analysis process. Risk
communication may originate from official sources at international, national or local levels. It
may also be from other sources such as industry, trade, consumers and other interested parties. In
the context of this report, interested parties may include government agencies, industry
representatives, the media, scientists, professional societies, consumer organizations and other
public interest groups and concerned individuals. In some cases, risk communication may be
carried out in conjunction with public health and food safety education programmes.
In 1997, the CAC adopted the following definition of risk communication: "an interactive
exchange of information and opinions concerning risk among risk assessors, risk managers,
consumers and other interested parties" (6). Risk communication has also been described as all
those integrated processes and procedures: a) that involve and inform all interested parties within
the risk analysis process; b) that assist the development of transparent and credible decisionmaking processes; and c) that can instil confidence in risk management decisions. A wide variety
of communication strategies can be used in the management of food-related risks, ranging from
the development of international standards, to management of acute outbreaks of foodborne
disease, to long-term programmes aimed at changing food production, food handling and dietary
practices.
The Consultation considered the Codex definition to be too narrow, since it does not take into
account the need to communicate factors other than the probability of the adverse health effect
and the severity and magnitude of that effect. Understanding and communicating risk has clearly
been shown to be influenced by a host of additional factors, such as whether the risk is voluntary
or involuntary; whether the distribution of risk and benefit is equitable; the transparency of the
process; the extent to which risk managers are trusted; the degree of personal control; the
individual dread of the adverse effect; and the extent to which the risk is unknown (7). To
encompass this wider concept, the Consultation recommended that the Codex definition be
modified by inserting the words "and risk related factors" so that the definition would read "Risk
communication is the exchange of information and opinions concerning risk and risk-related
factors among risk assessors, risk managers, consumers and other interested parties."
The goals of risk communication
The fundamental goal of risk communication is to provide meaningful, relevant and accurate
information, in clear and understandable terms targeted to a specific audience. It may not resolve
all differences between parties, but may lead to a better understanding of those differences. It
may also lead to more widely understood and accepted risk management decisions. Effective risk
communication should have goals that build and maintain trust and confidence. It should
facilitate a higher degree of consensus and support by all interested parties for the risk
management option(s) being proposed.
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The Consultation considered that the goals of risk communication are to:
1. Promote awareness and understanding of the specific issues under consideration during the
risk analysis process, by all participants;
2. Promote consistency and transparency in arriving at and implementing risk management
decisions;
3. Provide a sound basis for understanding the risk management decisions proposed or
implemented;
4. Improve the overall effectiveness and efficiency of the risk analysis process;
5. Contribute to the development and delivery of effective information and education
programmes, when they are selected as risk management options;
6. Foster public trust and confidence in the safety of the food supply;
7. Strengthen the working relationships and mutual respect among all participants;
5. Promote the appropriate involvement of all interested parties in the risk communication
process; and,
6. Exchange information on the knowledge, attitudes, values, practices and perceptions of
interested parties concerning risks associated with food and related topics.
Risk communication as an integral part of risk analysis
Risk communication is generally accepted as one of the three components that constitute the
process of food safety risk analysis. Risk assessment is the process that is used to quantitatively
or qualitatively estimate and characterize risk. Risk management is the weighing and selecting of
options and implementing controls as appropriate to assure an appropriate level of protection.
This Consultation recognized that risk communication, being an integral part of risk analysis, is a
necessary and critical tool to appropriately define issues and to develop, understand and arrive at
the best risk management decisions.
For many years, those responsible for assessing and managing risks associated with hazards in
the food supply have communicated information and opinion about those hazards in the interests
of protecting and promoting public health. These communications were expressed mainly in
qualitative terms regarding the hazards as there were often no clear quantitative data concerning
the resultant risks. More recently, the formal development and application of risk-based
approaches to food safety and the availability of quantitative information related to risks in
human populations, has provided the opportunity for improved implementation of risk-based
management strategies. Risk communication has played an important role in the application of
such risk-based approaches, by providing a means to interactively consider all relevant
information and data. Of course, risk communication is also applicable in the many situations
where the qualitative consideration of hazards is undertaken. In such cases, the principles and
strategies of risk communication as elaborated by this Consultation would still apply.
In the present Codex context, the CAC and its subsidiary bodies are responsible for establishing
a risk assessment policy. This provides the guidance for those necessary value judgements and
policy choices that may need to be applied at specific decision points in the risk assessment
process. It is vital that risk managers and assessors maintain open communications with each
other and with other interested parties in defining and applying policy in this area.
Before a formal risk assessment is initiated, appropriate information must be obtained from
interested parties to prepare a "risk profile". This describes the food safety problem and its
context, and identifies those elements of the hazard or risk which are relevant to various risk
management decisions. This often involves a range of preliminary risk evaluation activities,
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which rely on effective risk communication (e.g., ranking for international standard setting or
putting a food safety problem in an appropriate national or international context).
Risk characterization is the primary means by which food safety risk assessment findings are
communicated to risk managers and other interested parties. Numerical estimates in the
characterization, therefore, should be supported by qualitative information about the nature of the
risk and about the weight of evidence that defines and supports it. There are inherent difficulties
in communicating the quantitative aspects of a risk assessment. They include ensuring that the
scientific uncertainties inherent in the risk characterization are clearly explained and that
scientific terminology and technical jargon do not render the presentation of risk less
understandable to the target audience. Communications among risk assessors, risk managers and
other interested parties should use language and concepts that are suitable for the intended
audience.
Risk communication facilitates the identification and weighting of policy and decision
alternatives by risk managers in the risk analysis process. Interactive communication among all
interested parties tends to assure transparency, facilitate consistency and improve the risk
management process. To the extent that it is practical and reasonable, interested parties should be
involved in identifying management options, developing the criteria for selecting those options
and providing input to the implementation and evaluation strategy. When a final risk
management decision has been reached, it is important that the basis for the decision be clearly
communicated to all interested parties.
During the selection of risk management options, the risk manager may often need to consider
factors in addition to science in the evaluation of a risk. This is particularly important at the
national government level. Interactive communications are essential to identify social, economic,
religious, ethical, and other concerns, so that these can be openly considered and addressed.
Preparation of risk messages for dissemination is an important part of the risk communication
process. It is also a deliberate and specialized undertaking and should be treated as such. Good
risk communication and proper risk messages will not always decrease conflict and mistrust, but
inadequate risk communication and poorly developed messages will almost certainly increase
both.
Roles and responsibilities for risk communication
International Organizations
The "Codex system"

The Codex Alimentarius Commission is an inter-governmental organization with established
procedures for input from member governments and other interested parties such as consumer
and industry representatives as well as other international standards organizations. The
organizational structure and processes of the CAC and its subsidiary bodies, provide many
opportunities for effective risk communication, both within the Codex system (i.e., among the
various Committees) and external to Codex. Annex 2 provides an outline of how risk
communication is used in the development of Codex standards for foods.
The Codex Committee on General Principles (CCGP) deals with procedural and general matters,
including establishment of principles that define the purpose and scope of Codex work. In the
context of risk analysis, the CCGP is currently elaborating principles and guidelines for the
application of risk-based approaches to food safety throughout the Codex system. These will
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allow all interested parties to understand the agreed framework for risk management decision
making within Codex.
Normally, the general subject Committees are involved in risk management, such as the
development of standards, guidelines and other recommendations. Their work is supported by
risk assessment information often supplied by FAO/WHO expert advisory groups. These include
the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA) and the Joint FAO/WHO
Meeting on Pesticide Residues (JMPR). Other international expert bodies such as the
International Commission for Microbiological Specifications for Foods (ICMSF) also may
provide scientific support. Established channels exist for co-ordination with other international
scientific bodies.
Co-ordination of Codex risk management activities is carried out by the FAO/WHO Codex
Secretariat. The Secretariat is also responsible for some risk communication activities such as the
publication of a variety of documents, including standards, reports and other texts from the
Codex committees. Reports of Codex meetings provide a record of the deliberations and the
outcome of food safety discussions leading to the elaboration of Codex standards. The Internet
World-Wide Web is increasingly being used to rapidly disseminate these reports and other
Codex information.
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the World
Health Organization (WHO)
FAO and WHO provide advice to member governments and other interested parties from
internationally recognized experts through consultations on specific issues. Technical and
developmental assistance to member governments on matters related to public health and the
quality and safety of the food supply are also provided. The agencies have a responsibility to
develop and promote the principles and procedures of risk analysis and to communicate these to
member governments to assist them in the development of effective strategies and information
programmes at the national level. Where FAO and WHO jointly undertake to conduct risk
assessment activities (e.g., JECFA, JMPR, expert consultations), they communicate the results
and recommendations to their member governments, as well as other interested parties, through
published reports and the Internet World-Wide Web.
World Trade Organization (WTO)
The WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS
Agreement) encourages harmonization and places a strong emphasis on the risk communication
principles of transparency and consistency in the development and application of food safety
measures. Harmonization includes the establishment, recognition, and application of common
sanitary measures by different member countries, and this is clearly dependent on effective risk
communication. The WTO SPS Committee manages the implementation of the SPS Agreement
for WTO member countries and, through the notification procedure required by the SPS
Agreement, it communicates risk management decisions among those member countries.
Governments [ For the purposes of this section, the term "governments" is meant to
represent the responsibilities typically assumed by national governments, but which may
be delegated to a regional organization (e.g. the European Community), or which may be
subsumed by international agreements between countries. ]
Governments have a fundamental responsibility for risk communication when managing public
health risks, regardless of the management methods used. With the responsibility for managing
risks comes the responsibility to communicate information about risks to all interested parties to
an acceptable level of understanding. Decision-makers within governments have the obligation
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to ensure effective communication with interested parties when developing scientific and
technical analyses and to appropriately involve the public and other interested parties in the risk
analysis process. Risk managers also have the obligation to understand and respond to the
underlying bases of public concerns about health risks.
Governments should work towards a consistent and transparent approach when communicating
risk information. Communication strategies may differ for different issues and different target
audiences. This is most apparent when dealing with issues where specific groups have differing
views of a risk. These differences in perception, which may be due to economic, social or
cultural differences, should be recognized and respected. It is the outcome, i.e. effectively
managed risk, which is most important. Differing methods of reaching the outcome may be
acceptable.
Governments that are members of the CAC have a responsibility to play an active role in the
Codex process. They should ensure that all interested parties within their countries (industry,
consumers, national organizations, etc.) have an opportunity to contribute to national positions
on Codex matters, to the extent practicable and reasonable. They should also ensure that these
positions are transmitted to Codex in a timely manner. Governments need to take an active role
in the deliberations during Codex meetings and ensure that interested parties at the national level
are aware of and understand the decisions reached at those meetings. The CAC is actively
encouraging the formation of National Codex Co-ordinating Committees within member
governments, to assist in meeting these responsibilities.
Governments are often responsible for public health education and delivery of appropriate
messages to the health community. In these roles, risk communication enables the delivery of
important information to specific target groups, such as pregnant women and the elderly.

Industry
Industry is responsible for the quality and safety of the food it produces. It also has a corporate
responsibility to communicate information regarding risks to affected consumers. Industry
participation in all aspects of risk analysis is essential for effective decision making and can
serve as a major source of information for risk assessment and risk management. The routine
information flow between industry and government usually involves communications necessary
to set standards or gain approvals for new technologies, ingredients, or labels. In that connection,
food labels have been and are routinely used to communicate information on the ingredients and
instructions on the safe handling of food products, as a form of risk management using the label
as the communicating device.
One goal of risk management is to identify the lowest reasonably achievable risk. This may
require a knowledge of the specific process variables and capabilities within a food processing
and handling system. The industry has the best understanding of those variables and capabilities
and the information that they can provide would be vital for risk managers as they work with risk
assessors to prepare the context and scenarios necessary for the risk assessment process.

Consumers and consumer organizations
Broad and open participation in risk analysis at the national level is viewed by the public as an
essential element of what constitutes appropriate public health protection. Early participation in
the risk analysis process by the public or consumer organizations can help to ensure that
consumer concerns are addressed and will generally result in a better public understanding of the
risk assessment process and how risk-based decisions are made. It can further provide support
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for the risk management decisions that result from the assessment. Consumers and consumer
organizations have a responsibility to present their concerns and opinions on health risks to risk
managers. International consumer organizations that are Codex observers have direct input into
Codex discussions on these matters. International and national consumer organizations play an
important role in disseminating information on health risks directly to consumers. Consumer
organizations also often work with governments and industry to ensure that risk messages
addressed to consumers are appropriately formulated and delivered.

Academia and research institutions
Members of the academic and research community may play an important role in risk analysis
by contributing scientific expertise on health and food safety matters and assisting in the
identification of hazards. They may be asked by the media or other interested parties to comment
on government decisions. They often have a high level of credibility with the public and the
media, and may serve as independent sources of information. Researchers involved in studies of
consumer perception or communication methods and the assessment of communication
effectiveness, may also be helpful to risk managers seeking expert advice on risk communication
approaches and strategies.

Media
The media clearly play a critical role in risk communication. Much of the information that the
public receives on food-related health risks comes to them through the media. The many
varieties of mass media have roles which vary depending on the issue, the context and the type of
media involved. The media may merely transmit a message, or they may create or interpret a
message. They are not limited to official sources of information and their messages often reflect
the concerns of the public and other sectors of society. This can and does facilitate risk
communication since risk managers may become aware of concerns of which they were not
previously cognizant.
Elements of effective risk communication
Depending on what is to be communicated and to whom, risk communication messages may
contain information on the following:
The nature of the risk
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The characteristics and importance of the hazard of concern.
The magnitude and severity of the risk.
The urgency of the situation.
Whether the risk is becoming greater or smaller (trends).
The probability of exposure to the hazard.
The distribution of exposure.
The amount of exposure that constitutes a significant risk.
The nature and size of the population at risk.
Who is at the greatest risk.

The nature of the benefits
•
•
•
•
•

The actual or expected benefits associated with each risk.
Who benefits and in what ways.
Where the balance point is between risks and benefits.
The magnitude and importance of the benefits.
The total benefit to all affected populations combined.
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Uncertainties in risk assessment
•
•
•
•
•
•

The methods used to assess the risk.
The importance of each of the uncertainties.
The weaknesses of, or inaccuracies in, the available data.
The assumptions on which estimates are based.
The sensitivity of the estimates to changes in assumptions.
The effect of changes in the estimates on risk management decisions.

Risk management options
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The action(s) taken to control or manage the risk.
The action individuals may take to reduce personal risk.
The justification for choosing a specific risk management option.
The effectiveness of a specific option.
The benefits of a specific option.
The cost of managing the risk, and who pays for it.
The risks that remain after a risk management option is implemented.

Principles of risk communication
Know the audience

In formulating risk communication messages, the audience should be analyzed to understand
their motivations and opinions. Beyond knowing in general who the audience is, it is necessary
to actually get to know them as groups and ideally as individuals to understand their concerns
and feelings and to maintain an open channel of communication with them. Listening to all
interested parties is an important part of risk communication.
Involve the Scientific Experts

Scientific experts, in their capacity as risk assessors, must be able to explain the concepts and
processes of risk assessment. They need to be able to explain the results of their assessment and
the scientific data, assumptions and subjective judgements upon which it is based, so that risk
managers and other interested parties clearly understand the risk. They further must be able to
clearly communicate what they know and what they do not know, and to explain the
uncertainties related to the risk assessment process. In turn, the risk managers must be able to
explain how the risk management decisions are arrived at as well.
Establish Expertise in Communication

Successful risk communication requires expertise in conveying understandable and usable
information to all interested parties. Risk managers and technical experts may not have the time
or the skill to perform complex risk communication tasks, such as responding to the needs of the
various audiences (public, industry, media, etc.) and preparing effective messages. People with
expertise in risk communication should therefore be involved as early as possible. This expertise
will likely have to be developed by training and experience.
Be a Credible Source of Information

Information from credible sources is more likely to influence the public perception of a risk than
is information from sources that lack this attribute. The credibility accorded a source by a target
audience may vary according to the nature of the hazard, culture, social and economic status, and
other factors. If consistent messages are received from multiple sources then the credibility of the
message is reinforced. Factors determining source credibility include recognized competence or
expertise, trustworthiness, fairness, and lack of bias. For example, the terms that consumers have
associated with high credibility include factual, knowledgeable, expert, public welfare,
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responsible, truthful, and good "track record". Trust and credibility must be nurtured and can
be eroded or lost through ineffective or inappropriate communication. In studies, consumers have
indicated that distrust and low credibility resulted from exaggeration, distortion and perceived
vested interest.
Effective communications acknowledge current issues and problems, are open in their content
and approach, and are timely. Timeliness of the message is most important since many
controversies become focused on the question, "why didn’t you tell us sooner", rather than on the
risk itself. Omissions, distortions and self-serving statements will damage credibility in the
longer term.
Share Responsibility

Regulatory agencies of governments at the national, regional and local levels, have a
fundamental responsibility for risk communication. The public expects the government to play a
leading role in managing public health risks. This is true when the risk management decision
involves regulatory or voluntary controls, and is even true when the government decision is to
take no action. In the latter event, communication is still essential to provide reasons why taking
no action is the best option. In order to understand the public concerns and to ensure that risk
management decisions respond to those concerns in appropriate ways, the government needs to
determine what the public knows about the risks and what the public thinks of the various
options being considered to manage those risks.
The media play an essential role in the communication process and therefore shares in these
responsibilities. Communication on immediate risks involving human health, particularly when
there is a potential for serious health consequences, such as food-borne illnesses, cannot be
treated the same as less immediate food safety concerns. Industry also has a responsibility for
risk communication, especially when the risk is as a result of their products or processes. All
parties involved in the risk communication process (e.g. government, industry, media) have joint
responsibilities for the outcome of that communication even though their individual roles may
differ. Since science must be the basis for decision making, all parties involved in the
communication process should know the basic principles and data supporting the risk assessment
and the policies underlying the resulting risk management decisions.
Differentiate between Science and Value Judgement

It is essential to separate "facts" from "values" in considering risk management options. At a
practical level, it is useful to report the facts that are known at the time as well as what
uncertainties are involved in the risk management decisions being proposed or implemented. The
risk communicator bears the responsibility to explain what is known as fact and where the limits
of this knowledge begins and ends. Value judgements are involved in the concept of acceptable
levels of risk. Consequently, risk communicators should be able to justify the level of acceptable
risk to the public. Many people take the term ‘safe food’ to mean food with zero risk, but zero
risk is often unattainable. In practice, ‘safe food’ usually means food that is ‘safe enough.’
Making this clear is an important function of risk communication.
Assure Transparency

For the public to accept the risk analysis process and its outcomes, the process must be
transparent. While respecting legitimate concerns to preserve confidentiality (e.g. proprietary
information or data), transparency in risk analysis consists of having the process open and
available for scrutiny by interested parties. Effective two-way communication between risk
managers, the public and interested parties is both an essential part of risk management and a key
to achieving transparency.
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Put the Risk in Perspective

One way to put a risk in perspective is to examine it in the context of the benefits associated with
the technology or process that poses the risk. Another approach that may be helpful is to
compare the risk at issue with other similar, more familiar risks. However, this latter approach
can create problems if it appears the risk comparisons have been intentionally chosen to make
the risk at issue seem more acceptable to the public. In general, risk comparisons should not be
used unless:
• both (or all) risk estimates are equally sound;
• both (or all) risk estimates are relevant to the specific audience;
• the degree of uncertainty in all risk estimates is similar;
• the concerns of the audience are acknowledged and addressed; and
• the substances, products or activities themselves are directly comparable, including the
concept of voluntary and involuntary exposure.
4. Barriers to effective risk communication
Effective communication about food-related health risks requires more than just an
understanding of the risks in the context of the risk assessment and risk management processes.
Barriers to risk communication exist and recognizing those barriers and knowing how to
overcome them are essential for effective risk communication.
Three categories of barriers to effective communication are addressed here. The first two include
institutional and procedural barriers that can limit communication within the risk analysis
process itself. Communication barriers in the third category apply to all contexts, and especially
to efforts by the expert community to communicate with the general public and other interested
parties about food-related health risks.
Barriers within the risk analysis process
Communication plays a vital role throughout the risk analysis process to assure that risk
management strategies effectively minimize foodborne risks to public health. Many
communication steps in the process are internal, iterative exchanges between risk managers and
risk assessors. Two key steps - hazard identification and selection of risk management options require risk communication with all interested parties to help improve the transparency of
decisions and increase the potential level of the acceptance of the outcomes.
Access to information
Vital information needed to carry out the risk analysis process may not always be made available
by those who possess it. Occasionally, industry or other private parties may have proprietary
information about a risk, which they are reluctant to share with government agencies because of
a need to protect their competitive position or for other business reasons. In other instances,
government agencies may be unwilling to openly discuss facts they possess about food risks for
a variety of reasons. Complete access to all relevant data about a food-related health risk, both
for risk managers and for other interested parties, may not exist in all situations. Lack of access
to critical data about a risk makes the communication steps involved in hazard identification and
risk management even more difficult.
Participation in the process
Lack of participation in the risk analysis process by those parties having a significant interest in
the outcome, can be an important barrier to effective communication about the risk. Broad
participation in the process improves risk communication by presenting opportunities to identify
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and address the concerns of interested parties when decisions are made. It increases the overall
understanding of the process and the decisions, and makes it easier to communicate later with the
public about those decisions. Those who were involved in the decision-making process are less
likely to challenge the outcome, especially if their concerns have been addressed.
The Codex has made an effort to involve all interested parties in the risk analysis process. For
example, at its 22nd Session in June 1997 (6), the CAC unanimously agreed on the importance
of risk analysis in Codex work and adopted an Action Plan for Codex-wide Development and
Application of Risk Analysis Principles and Guidelines. This Action Plan is detailed in Annex 3.
Despite these efforts, effective participation in the process by all interested parties has not been
an easy goal to achieve. In general, governments and industry, at least from the industrialized
nations, have been well represented, while many developing countries and consumer
organizations have been under-represented in the risk analysis process. In theory, wider
participation in the risk analysis process is more feasible at the national level than at the
international level, but many national governments have not yet established mechanisms for
involving all interested parties in the critical steps of risk analysis.
Some reasons for non-participation are external to the process itself. For example, most
consumer organizations and some governments lack experienced, knowledgeable food safety
specialists who can play effective roles in risk analysis. In some cases it is a lack of resources
that prevents support for ongoing participation in international decision-making processes. There
are also some barriers to participation within key steps of the risk analysis process itself. For
example, certain critical sessions at which key decisions are made, such as meetings of JMPR
and JECFA and the Executive Committee of the Codex Alimentarius, are closed to observers.
While there are historical and administrative reasons why this is so, excluding interested parties
from vital steps of the process is a communication barrier.
This barrier can be overcome through continuing and increasing efforts now being made by
FAO, WHO and the Codex to involve consumer organizations and other interested parties more
effectively in food safety risk analysis processes, especially at the international level. Consumer
organizations should increase their efforts to identify and nominate experts for consideration as
participants for international expert advisory committees. Training programmes can be designed
to provide the knowledge and skills needed for representatives from non-participating
governments, consumer organizations and other interested sectors to participate effectively in
risk analysis processes at the national and international levels.
Barriers within the Codex process
The workload of some Codex committees has increased while budgetary resources have
remained fixed or shrunk, with a result that there is sometimes insufficient time during sessions
to fully discuss the many agenda items. Many Codex documents are not available far enough in
advance of meetings, and reports on Codex sessions tend to focus on what was decided, rather
than how it was decided, which often leaves the basis for decisions unclear. At its 22nd Session
(6), the CAC recognized these problems and expressed concern that reducing the duration of
Codex sessions (proposed for budgetary reasons) would not allow sufficient time for
consideration of the matters in question and that limiting the length of Codex meeting reports
would make them less useful for understanding how positions were reached. This in turn could
decrease the transparency and efficiency of Codex work.
Also at the 22nd Session, the CAC agreed to evaluate the application of "legitimate factors"
other than science in adopting maximum residue limits for a specific veterinary drug. The lack of
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a general policy guideline on the application of factors other than science, in risk analysis, has
been a barrier to communication as this results in a lack of clarity over which issues are or are
not within the scope of Codex deliberations.
Elaboration of a policy on what legitimate factors other than science may be considered in risk
analysis is a critical step towards removing this barrier and improving the context for risk
communication in Codex. Efforts to improve the timeliness of documents might be increased,
and the style of reports of meetings could be amended to explain more clearly the basis for
decisions.
Barriers to communication in all contexts
Many barriers to risk communication are not specific to the food safety risk analysis process, but
reflect difficulties intrinsic to most efforts to communicate about complex technical and valueladen issues. There is a large literature of academic research on the subject of risk
communication and why it succeeds or fails in different circumstances. This report highlights
some major themes of this body of knowledge. Those seeking more detailed information are
encouraged to consult references provided in the bibliography attached to this report as Annex 4.
Differences in perceptions
Individuals can perceive the risk from the same hazard very differently. Some of the public may
disagree with risk assessors and managers regarding important hazard characteristics, the relative
magnitude or severity of the risks associated with those hazards, the priority of risks, and other
issues. Other segments of the public also may not pay attention to risk information if the message
does not address their actual concerns, but instead addresses only technical risk assessments
provided by the experts. For example, a low-risk hazard that some people perceive to be
involuntarily imposed upon them, may appear more threatening than another, perhaps higher-risk
hazard that those same individuals perceive to be under their personal choice and control.
The effectiveness of risk communication can be enhanced by efforts to establish dialogues with
interested parties and the general public, through open meetings, focus groups, surveys and other
methods. The goal of this effort should be to gain an understanding of how the public and other
interested parties perceive the risk.
Differences in receptivity
Many individuals believe they are personally less at risk from a given hazard than other people
are, and perceive that risk messages concerning, for example, nutritional and food hygiene
hazards are directed towards other people. Some people also tend to believe that they personally
are more knowledgeable than the average member of society is, and will ignore risk messages
they believe are directed toward less informed people. Also, some risk-taking behaviours may be
perceived as normal or desirable within particular groups, and members of these groups may
therefore discount risk messages as inappropriate.
To communicate effectively with such unreceptive groups, it is essential to understand their
attitudes, beliefs and concerns, and to address those concerns in risk communication messages.
Lack of understanding of the scientific process
Over-reliance on precise scientific terminology may obscure the meaning of facts for the general
public. If messages are not kept relatively simple, they may be misunderstood. Unless scientific
uncertainties are acknowledged and put into context, the public may not gain an accurate
perception of what is and is not known about the risk. Also, unless value judgements that are
necessary components of risk assessments and risk management decisions are explicitly stated,
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the public may not grasp the basis for decisions that are made. Public attitudes, once formed,
are difficult to change as people tend to select information which supports already held beliefs.
To overcome these barriers, risk communicators should use non-technical terms to the greatest
extent possible, and explain the technical terms that are used. Non-technical people should
review proposed messages for clarity. Communicators should try to minimize the differences
between themselves and the public and should address any uncertainties and value judgements
involved in the risk analysis, both explicitly and clearly.
Source credibility
The public does not equally trust all sources of information about food safety. In situations where
different risk messages are received from different sources, the public will respond to the
messages from the more credible source and discount the messages from the other sources.
Factors that enhance trust and credibility include public perceptions of the communicator’s
accuracy, knowledge and concern for public welfare. Addressing the public’s concerns about
risks will also facilitate trust. Distrust is associated with perceptions of bias or with failure by the
communicator to provide accurate information in the past. Trust is more important under
conditions of great uncertainty or when the public believes that accurate estimates of risk are
unavailable. Trust also depends on the extent to which the risk assessment and risk management
processes are believed to be transparent and open to public scrutiny. Once lost, trust is not easily
regained. Communication is generally most effective when all sources, including those trusted
most by the public, convey similar messages about the risk.
The media
The public generally gets their information on food safety issues from the media, as with other
topics. Sometimes the mass media do not accurately convey risk information. Relatively few
reporters have much experience with the complex scientific and policy aspects of food safety
issues, and it can be difficult for them to prepare a story on highly technical matters, especially
under deadline pressure. The media also have their own agenda and make their own independent
judgements on what is newsworthy. It often may appear to risk managers and other technical
experts that the news media focus unduly on conflict and controversy, and occasionally they
sensationalize or exaggerate risks in order to draw attention to the story. While problems with
media coverage of food-related risks are by no means universal, when they do occur they can
make communication about risk more difficult.
Risk managers and others who serve as risk communicators often are not familiar enough with
the media to understand how to work with reporters to enhance the quality and accuracy of
media reports. During a food safety emergency, in particular, the urgency of the hazard and the
high level of public anxiety tend to promote more co-operative relationships between media and
risk managers, but communication problems may still occur.
Risk communicators need training in media skills and should work to establish long-term
relationships with members of the media. In planning for, or responding to, emergency
situations, it is essential to include a person responsible for the media on any crisis response
team. In those situations where certain necessary information is not considered newsworthy by
the media and is therefore not disseminated by them, the authorities can still get the information
to the public by considering the use of paid advertisements or public service announcements.
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Societal characteristics
Some barriers to risk communication are not associated with attributes of the senders or receivers
of risk information or with the medium or the message itself, but with the nature of the society in
which the communication occurs. Societal factors that can make risk communication more
difficult include language differences, cultural factors, religious dietary laws, illiteracy, poverty,
a lack of legal, technical and policy resources and a lack of infrastructures that support
communication. These and other factors vary within countries and from one country to another.
Societal barriers to communication may be especially acute in those countries, where, in addition
to the foregoing factors, there are extreme differences in socio-economic status among groups.
Hunger and malnutrition may relegate food safety to secondary status among food-related
concerns. Other barriers include physical or geographic ones - some geographic areas or groups
of people can be physically inaccessible to risk communicators. Also, free exchange of
information may be limited by political constraints.
To the extent possible, cultural and social attributes that hamper risk communication need to be
identified and addressed, as part of the process of designing messages for target audiences.
Targeted messages such as displays, posters and leaflets at market places, health centres, schools,
bus terminals and the like can be used as suited to local social norms. In some countries, general
improvements in the economic and social well-being of the citizens, including progress in
alleviating poverty, increasing personal and political freedom, expanding access to education and
information for all sectors, community involvement and ongoing training of key personnel, can
all contribute to improved risk communication. Enhancing the status of rural women is likely to
be a particularly effective social strategy for enhancing food safety communication.
5. Strategies for effective risk communication
Risk communication occurs in many different contexts and both research and experience suggest
that different risk communication strategies are appropriate for these different contexts. Although
there are many similarities, the strategies needed during a food safety emergency differ in many
respects from strategies needed to engage the public in dialogue about risks and benefits of new
food technologies, and from those for communicating about chronic low-level food-related risks.
Items to consider when developing strategies for risk communication during a food safety crisis
are presented separately here, following a discussion of more general risk communication
requirements.
General considerations for effective risk communication
Many considerations for effective risk communication, especially those involving the public, can
be grouped in a sequence following the systematic approach of the risk communication process.
This starts with gathering background and needed information, followed by the preparation and
assembly of the message and its dissemination and distribution, with a follow-up review and
evaluation of its impact.
Background/information
•
•
•
•

Understand the scientific basis of the risks and attendant uncertainties.
Understand the public perception of the risk through such means as risk surveys, interviews
nd focus groups.
Find out what risk information people want.
Be sensitive to related issues that may be more important to people than the risk itself.
Expect different people to see the risk differently.
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Preparation/assembly
•
•
•
•
•
•

Avoid comparisons between familiar risks and new risks, as they may seem flippant and
insincere unless presented properly.
Recognize and respond to the emotional aspects of risk perceptions. Speak with sympathy
and never use logic alone to convince an audience characterized by emotion.
Express risk in several different ways, making sure not to evade the risk question.
Explain the uncertainty factors which are used in risk assessment and standard setting.
Maintain an openness, flexibility, and recognition of public responsibilities in all
communication activities.
Build an awareness of benefits associated with a risk.

Dissemination/distribution
•
•
•
•
•
•

Accept and involve the public as a legitimate partner by describing risk/benefit information
and control measures in an understandable way.
Share the public's concern rather than deny it as not legitimate or as unimportant. Be
prepared to give people's concerns as much emphasis as the risk statistics.
Be honest, frank, and open in discussing all issues.
If explaining statistics derived from risk assessment, explain the risk assessment process
before presenting the numbers.
Co-ordinate and collaborate with other credible sources.
Meet the needs of the media.

Review/evaluation
•
•
•

Evaluate the effectiveness of risk messages and communication channels.
Emphasize action to monitor, manage, and reduce risk.
Plan carefully and evaluate efforts.

Points to consider regarding public concerns
Risks that involve some or all of the following aspects tend to concern the public more than
those risks that lack these aspects:
• Unknown, unfamiliar or rare events as opposed to well-known or common hazards.
• Risks that are controlled by others, rather than those where the public or the individual is in
control.
• Risks resulting from industry action or from new technology, rather than those perceived as
natural.
• Risks where there is significant scientific uncertainty, or where there is open controversy
among experts as to the probability and severity of the hazard.
• Risks that raise moral or ethical questions, such as the fairness of the distribution of risks
and benefits, or the rights of one group in society to put others at risk.
• The decision-making process by which a risk is assessed is seen as being unresponsive or is
unknown.
• Therefore, in order to mitigate public concern about risks, the following strategies may be
used:
• Make risks voluntary by giving consumers choices, whenever possible;
• Acknowledge uncertainty;
• Show that expert disagreement on an issue is merely uncertainty, by estimating risks as a
range that includes estimates from both sides of the debate;
• Determine where control is and look to share it with interested parties;
• Treat all interested parties with courtesy; and
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•

Always consider concerns and complaints seriously.

Strategies for risk communication in non-crisis situations
Risk communication is obviously very important during a food safety crisis; however, it is
equally important when there is no immediate crisis and routine risk analyses are being made to
address identified hazards. The following should be considered in preparing risk communication
strategies in such situations.
Background/information
•
•
•
•

Anticipate emerging public health hazards before they become significant.
Determine the public’s perception of the hazard being considered and their knowledge and
behaviour regarding the risks involved.
Analyze the target audience of a risk communication and understand their motivations. Try
to determine the full range of the audience’s concerns and their perceived importance.
Analyze which information channels and messages are best to be used. Use the mass media
and other appropriate channels to convey information.

Preparation/assembly
•
•
•
•

Describe to concerned groups how risk is determined, how it can be monitored and how an
individual can control or reduce risk.
Identify shared values and help individuals identify an approach to meet their values.
Make messages interesting and relevant by emphasizing the human rather than the statistical
aspects of a story.
Use extra care to make a message interesting enough for the media to publish. Claims of risk
are usually considered by the media to be more newsworthy than claims of safety.

Dissemination/distribution
•
•
•
•
•

Use the mass media where possible to address those consumer concerns which have been
identified. For example, public forums with local opinion leaders can be televised.
Sustain communication, thus enabling the public to make decisions based upon personal
values and goals and to gain a greater understanding of the potential risks and benefits
involved.
Make risk communication multi-directional, not just from technical experts to the public, but
from the public back to the experts.
Use participation to sustain efforts. People have to feel that they are at the centre of a health
promotion action or decision for the process to be effective.
Use health education and access to health information to foster effective participation of
people and communities.

Review/evaluation
•
•
•
•
•

Add an evaluation component into any risk communication strategy.
Test the clarity and understanding of the message with a representative segment of the target
audience.
Integrate risk communication with risk assessment and risk management activities, to
increase the effectiveness of risk analysis and ensure proper utilization of resources.
Educate and train risk assessors and risk managers in the principles and uses of risk
communication.
Effective risk communication can break through traditional boundaries within government
sectors, between governmental and non-governmental organizations, and between the public
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and private sectors. Co-operation is essential and this requires the creation of equal
partnerships between the different sectors at all levels of governance in societies.
Strategies for risk communication during a food safety crisis
The typical food safety crisis envisioned here is one in which disease-causing organisms are
discovered in a widely consumed food. The strategies suggested, however, also will apply to
other kinds of crisis situations involving, for example, chemical contamination or physical
adulteration of foods.
While the general strategies for non-crisis situations referred to previously still apply, a crisis
situation calls for special considerations. Communication strategies should be an integral part of
the crisis management plan. Effective crisis management requires a comprehensive plan that can
be updated through periodic evaluations. Having good channels of communication to the public
during a crisis is extremely important; first to prevent panic and second to provide positive
information on the situation to help decide on what course of action should be undertaken. This
should include information on:
• the nature and extent of the crisis and the measures taken to control it;
• the sources of contaminated foods and what to do with any suspected foods held in
households;
• the identified hazard and its characterization, and when and how to seek medical attention or
other assistance as warranted;
• how to prevent further spread of the problem; and
• Safe food handling practices by the population during the crisis.
• To achieve these objectives the risk communicator may:
• Manage a series of media communications.
• Establish appropriate mechanisms to deliver information, e.g. local visits, radio
announcements, a toll-free telephone help line, etc.
• Arrange for one-to-one advice on infection risk in a special clinic, if a foodborne disease is
involved.
• Provide daily updates on the crisis and crisis management activities to all health care and
other relevant professionals.
• Hold regular briefings for government officials, and other official representatives as well as
representatives of the public. Involve the media.
• Evaluate the effectiveness of the crisis communications and make adjustments as appropriate
• Those responsible for managing a food safety crisis should establish a network for
interactively sharing information. Central government research institutions, local
governments, hospitals and private enterprises should make information accessible to each
other in an accurate, concise and usable form.
Crisis Situations: International Responses
Early warning systems in countries or regions should be established to allow rapid
communication of emerging crises. Once the cause of a foodborne disease outbreak has been
established, action can be taken across international borders. For example, European Sal Net has
helped prevent widespread illness due to specific outbreaks.
Member governments should follow the Codex Code for Ethics for International Trade in Food
(8) and Guidelines for the Exchange of Information in Food Control Emergency Situations (9)
which allows for rapid exchange of information during a crisis situation.
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International organizations can serve as neutral fora for risk assessment and the development
of appropriate risk management strategies and risk communication messages for national or
international dissemination.

Crisis Situations: National Responses
National governments need to be prepared to rapidly disseminate accurate information to the
mass media and the public when a food safety crisis arises. Essential steps in preparing for such a
crisis include: identifying reliable sources of information and expert advice; arranging an
administrative organization to handle communications during a crisis; and developing staff skills
in dealing with the media and the public.
A national government might consider opening a Food Safety Information Office which can
serve as a crisis centre if needed, while serving as an information centre to receive routine
inquiries from consumers about the safety of foods. Food control authorities may also consider
developing a home page on the Internet World-Wide Web to provide information on food and
food safety including questions and answers about issues of common concern.
Crisis Situations: Industry Responses
When a crisis is emerging or has emerged, the involved industry should assure that the public
authorities are fully informed about the potential cause and extent of the problem, and the
anticipated effectiveness of any recall of food products already on the market. In dealing with the
public during a crisis, consumer safety comes first and company actions and communications
should reflect this. The following policies and actions have proven to be effective:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assess the problem as if you were the consumer. Take responsibility for finding a solution to
the problem and protecting and advising your customers by providing the facts to the public
in a clear and reasonable way. This will demonstrate to the public that you are worthy of
trust.
Be certain that any company pronouncements are from a single unified source. Conflicting
messages only confuse the issue, erode confidence and disrupt the process of crisis
resolution.
Choose a spokesperson who is trained and skilled in dealing with the media. Make the
spokesperson accessible to the media at all times.
The spokesperson should consider the public, not just the food company. Companies can
appear to be impersonal and only concerned about profits and losses whereas an effective
spokesperson would express concern for the people and their needs.
Have an "open door" policy relative to communications with the media. Remember that
communication messages must be consistent and should be updated as soon as new
information is received
Communicate quickly and often. Work with the media using the tools and timetables that
work best for them. Communicate with those inside and outside the company who are
working on the problem, especially government agencies.
Inform company employees, especially those in sales and marketing positions, as to progress
on the situation, what is being done to resolve it and the risk messages being communicated.
Establish a mechanism for developing feedback from consumers. Free consumer call-in
numbers and survey polls are ways of accomplishing this.
Know your company’s objectives and how they can be used to formulate risk
communication messages.
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Crisis Situations: Local Responses
The first lines of contact in a crisis are usually the local officials. It is critical that they
communicate conditions to the appropriate authority quickly so a crisis can be contained and
appropriately managed.
•
•
•

Provide complete, up-to-date and accurate information. When the situation is resolved, tell
the public that "it is over."
Keep your message simple. Too many facts are overwhelming. If appropriate, use videotape
or other communication means to emphasise your point.
Chose a media-trained spokesperson. During a crisis, consumers should know who is
responsible for information and updates. Make the trained spokesperson accessible to the
media at all times.

Specific guidelines for communication within the risk analysis process
Risk communication about food safety within the risk analysis process is carried out on an
ongoing basis from the local through the international levels. While many of the strategies
presented above also apply in the risk analysis process, there are additional considerations that
can help frame those risk communication strategies that are part of risk analysis.
Specific Guidelines: International Considerations
Communication can be considered at two levels in the international context. The first level
involves international organizations like FAO and WHO, and intergovernmental organizations
like Codex. The second level involves national governments on bi-lateral and multi-lateral bases.
At both levels, effective internal and external risk communication requires development and
documentation of a comprehensive risk analysis policy. Matters of concern include:
•
•
•
•

Continuing efforts to refine the concepts and understanding of food safety risk analysis in
general and risk communication in particular;
Improving the organizational infrastructure for internal and external risk communication to
meet emerging situations;
Addressing the critical role of effective risk communication in determining the equivalence
of food control measures in different countries; and
Establishing credible sources for risk assessments and technical advice.

In regard to the latter point, a joint FAO/WHO expert committee for food microbiological
hazards (as is now the case for food additives, veterinary drug residues, pesticide residues and
other food contaminants) would provide internationally recognized microbiological risk
assessments for member governments and for Codex. The Consultation was aware that at its
22nd Session, the CAC recognized this problem and requested FAO and WHO to convene an
international expert advisory body similar to JECFA and JMPR, to specifically address
microbiological risk assessment in food.
Advice and assistance from international organizations may be sought when local authorities
wish additional technical information and support. This may lead to specific international
development projects. In such situations it would be necessary to maintain continuity in the
composition of national counterpart staff. Co-ordination within such projects is essential.
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Specific Guidelines: National Considerations
National Codex Co-ordinating Committees should have responsibility and appropriate support to
communicate issues involving risk to consumers, local food industry and those national
authorities involved in risk analysis.
International organizations like WHO and FAO have, over the years, developed documentation
related to risk assessment and management. National organizations should make use of this
information. National organizations should integrate food safety into primary health care for the
public. This should penetrate down to the local marketplace.
It was previously suggested that national governments consider opening a Food Safety
Information Office to address routine food safety inquiries as well as serving as a crisis centre
when needed. Governments may wish to consider establishing a Food Safety Council comprised
of microbiologists, physicians and toxicologists and other scientists with appropriate public
health and food control expertise, as well as representatives of consumer organizations and
industry, to evaluate and advise government officials regarding food safety. The Council’s
deliberations and recommendations could be made available to the public through official
bulletins or administrative notices as well as through the mass media. It could also provide input
for national delegations to Codex meetings.
Specific Guidelines: Industry Considerations
Industry should be more proactive and establish or strongly support non-profit information
centres to provide science-based information on food safety and nutrition to the public,
educators, health professionals, government officials and the media.
If consumer food handling, storage, or other practices can assist in controlling a food-borne
illness or disease outbreak, then the industry should communicate clearly what actions the
consumers should take. This communication should be based on a realistic estimate of the level
of knowledge of the consumers. Safe handling, preparation and storage instructions should be
presented in clear and unambiguous language, using graphics and pictograms when and where
appropriate.
Judicious use of labelling holds promise as a risk management/risk communication strategy but
its effectiveness needs further study. Labelling has been extensively used to convey certain types
of information to the consumer, e.g., product composition, nutrition, weights and measures, and
warnings on certain health issues. Labelling should not be used as a substitute for consumer
education. In assessing the use of food labels in risk communication, it is essential that the
public’s concerns be identified and addressed.
Specific Guidelines: Local Considerations
Experience has shown that local government, being closer to the local population, is often more
likely to be regarded as a trustworthy and credible source of risk information. Therefore local
officials should be involved as key participants in ongoing risk communication activities.
Local bodies should be encouraged to integrate food safety information into primary health care
which should also include key risk communication messages using appropriate delivery systems
(e.g. mass media, street plays, posters, leaflets, video, etc.).
The need for evaluation of communication activities
Risk communication efforts and programmes need to be evaluated both regularly and
systematically to determine their effectiveness and to provide for change where needed.
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Communication aims and objectives need to be clearly stated if an evaluation is to be
effective. This could include the proportion of at-risk population to be reached, adoption of
appropriate risk reduction practices, and the extent of resolution of the crisis. It is important to
learn from both positive and negative risk communication experiences, in order to adjust and
improve ongoing communication activities. Only through systematic evaluations, which are
performed throughout the communication process, can that process be strengthened.
6. Conclusions and recommendations
In this report, the Consultation has outlined the elements and principles of effective risk
communication, as well as describing those barriers which may prevent or interfere with the
communication process. These elements and principles are followed by proposed strategies to be
considered for risk communication in both non-crisis and crisis situations. This final section will
not repeat specific recommended strategies or suggested actions found earlier in the body of this
report, but will focus on broad issues concerning risk communication and its application, which
were considered and discussed by the Consultation.
The risk analysis process
Risk communication is essential throughout the risk analysis process. It was clear to the
Consultation that if risk communication is to be effective, then several key issues dealing with
the process itself, must be addressed. These include:
• Involvement and interaction of all interested parties.
• Use of persons trained in risk communication.
• Assurance that the risk communication is received and understood.
• Fostering transparency during the entire process.
•
The Consultation therefore RECOMMENDS that:
1. National governments and international agencies involved in food safety risk analysis, should
seek to involve and gain input from all interested parties. This input will help risk assessors
and managers to become aware of and consider, valid issues and concerns other than science.
2. Persons with training and experience in the application of the principles and procedures of
risk communication, should be part of any crisis management team involved in a food safety
issue. Governments should establish training programmes in the principles and practices of
risk communication for both risk assessors and risk managers. Risk communication training
could also extend to selected members of national and international food safety standardssetting bodies.
3. Communications between and among risk assessors, risk managers and other interested
parties should use language and concepts that are readily understood by the target audience.
This includes clearly identifying what is science, what are value judgements and what
benefits, if any, are involved.
4. Governments and agencies involved in risk analysis should use risk communication
procedures to make the risk assessment process and the resulting risk management decisions
as transparent as possible. This will increase the likelihood of both public understanding and
acceptance of the risk management option(s) selected.
Codex and international agencies
The global nature of the food supply and world food trade has made food quality, safety and food
security international issues. It is critical, therefore, that the Codex Alimentarius Commission
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(CAC) and international agencies such as FAO and WHO, who are directly involved in food
safety risk analysis, take the lead in establishing policies and procedures consistent with the
principles of effective risk communication.
The Consultation therefore RECOMMENDS that:
5. The CAC should consider amending the interim definition of risk communication contained
in the Codex Procedural Manual, to read, "Risk communication is the exchange of
information and opinions concerning risk and risk-related factors among risk assessors, risk
managers, consumers and other interested parties."
6. The CAC should consider permitting the attendance of qualified observers at meetings of the
Executive Committee of the Codex Alimentarius, which are presently closed sessions. This
will improve transparency.
7. The CAC should proceed as swiftly as possible to elaborate a Codex policy on what
legitimate factors other than science should be considered in risk analysis.
8. The CAC should continue and expand its efforts to increase the participation of those
national governments and NGOs who are members or observers of the CAC but who are not
presently active participants in Codex matters.
9. FAO and WHO should identify and involve experts with a wider range of scientific
perspectives in the work of international advisory bodies (such as JECFA and JMPR) and
expert consultations. In this connection, consumer and other interested organizations should
submit names and information on proposed experts for consideration.
10. FAO and WHO should develop training or other programmes designed to increase the
understanding of the risk analysis process and the role of risk communication, both for
member countries and for international organizations active in Codex work.
National governments
The national government is responsible for food quality and safety within a country. The national
agencies involved in food control are the primary sources for risk communication to the public
on food safety issues. These agencies are typically also involved in any food-related risk
analyses being conducted at the national level. The capability to effectively communicate risks
should, therefore, be one of the highest priorities for these agencies.
The Consultation therefore RECOMMENDS that:
11. Governments should increase their efforts to involve consumer and other interested
organizations or groups in the national risk analysis process. Such groups can provide
viewpoints and public perceptions that should be considered both in making risk decisions
and in communicating those decisions.
12. Member governments of the CAC should participate actively in Codex work so that the CAC
may deal more effectively with food safety issues. To do so requires that governments
consider the views of all interested parties when formulating the national position on a Codex
matter. It further requires that governments communicate and explain the decisions of Codex
to those same interested parties and to the public at large. The formation of National Codex
Co-ordinating Committees should be given high priority to assist in this process.
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Annex 2: Risk communication in the development of Codex Standards
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RECIPIENT1
INTENT
MEANS
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Codex Committee
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and Commission
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Risk assessment body
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Member Countries
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Forward for adoption
Member Countries
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submission
Meeting and report Codex Step 4
Meeting and report Codex Step 5
Official
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1

"Member Countries" refers to those which are members of the Codex Alimentarius Commission and "Member
States" refers to the countries which are members of FAO and/or WHO. "NGOs" are international non-government
organizations recognized as observers by the CAC. "Risk assessment body" refers to, for example, JECFA and
JMPR.

2

Microbial specifications included in Codex Standards or Codes of Practice developed by Codex committees have
to be approved by the Codex Committee on Food Hygiene. These proposed specifications are developed according
to the Codex document CAC/GL 21-1997. In certain instances, such specifications have been prepared by the
International Commission for Microbiological Specifications for Food. Proposed microbial specifications enter the
Codex system at Step 2
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Annex 3: Action plan for Codex-wide development and application ro risk
analysis principles and guidelines
(Taken from the report of the 22nd Session of the Codex Alimentarius Commission, 1997)
The Commission will:
1. Circulate the proposed Definitions for Risk assessment policy and Risk profile to
governments, Codex committees and interested international organizations for comment, and
request the Codex Committee on General Principles to consider these comments with a view
to making firm recommendations for adoption of these definitions to the 23rd Session of the
Commission;
2. Request the Codex Committee on General Principles to elaborate integrated principles for
risk management and risk assessment policy setting, risk communication and documentation
for inclusion in the Procedural Manual;
3. Once principles have been established, prepare specific guidelines as required to aid in the
uniform application of the principles. The Codex Committee on General Principles should be
requested to co-ordinate this exercise and all relevant Codex Committees should be involved
[ This would include requiring that Codex Committees involved in any aspect of risk analysis
formally describe their implementation of the Codex principles and guidelines, using a
standardized summary format, for publication in their respective reports and recommend that
advisory bodies such as JECFA and JMPR do the same. It would also require that Codex
Committees develop standards using these principles and guidelines as a checklist, and in
doing so adhere closely to their documented risk assessment/risk management policies.] ;
4. As the principles and guidelines are established, include them in the Procedural Manual, with
the addition of an introductory narrative on risk analysis in the Codex system and
identification of the responsibilities of Committees in implementation of the principles and
guidelines;
5. Recognize that the judgement of equivalence of food control systems in different countries is
a critical issue, and that Codex principles and guidelines associated with determination of
equivalence will facilitate this process;
6. Until such time as the principles are adopted by the Commission, request JECFA, JMPR and
other advisory bodies and Codex Committees to continue evaluating and improving the
application of the elements of risk assessment and risk management that they have prioritized
for attention;
7. Encourage further development of qualitative risk assessment approaches so as to achieve
early improvements in elaboration of food standards.
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