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Introduction to Crisis and Emergency Risk 
Communication (CERC)



The right message at the right time from the right 
person can save lives.



Purpose

CERC principles can help you provide the public with 
information to make the best decisions within incredibly 
challenging time constraints and to accept the imperfect nature 
of choice.



Six Principles of CERC

Fully integrated CERC helps 
ensure that limited resources 
are managed well and can do 
the most good at every phase 
of an emergency.



Express empathy

 Acknowledge feelings in words
 Empathy can build trust
 Every message does not need an empathy statement, but the 

first messages do

Being quarantined can be disruptive, frustrating, and feel scary. Especially 
when the reason for quarantine is exposure to a new disease for which there 
may be limited information. 

- Dr. Nancy Messonnier, CDC telebriefing February 14, 2020



Promote action

 Taking action calms anxiety and can help restore a sense of 
control.

 In an infectious disease outbreak, public understanding of and 
action on disease prevention is key to stopping the spread. 

 Self-efficacy is a predictor of behavior.
 Altruistic attitudes increase during times of crisis.

Keep action messages simple, short, and easy to remember, like 
“cover your cough.” 



Psychological Barriers

 Denial
 Fear, anxiety, confusion, dread
 Hopelessness or helplessness

People seldom panic.



Overcoming psychological barriers

People tend to… So you should…

Simplify messages Use simple messages

Hold on to current beliefs Use credible sources

Look for additional information and 
opinions

Use consistent messages

Believe the first message Release accurate messages as soon 
as possible



Promoting an effective response



Risk perception is not all about the numbers
 Risk = Hazard + Outrage
 Many factors can increase or decrease the level of outrage 

such as
– Voluntary or involuntary
– Natural or human-made
– Familiar or exotic
– Affecting adults or affecting children

As communicators, we don’t seek to remove outrage, but to match the level 
of outrage to the level of hazard.



Example: Ebola in West Africa



Working with diverse audiences



Audience relationship to emergency event



Tailor messages
 Identify your audiences and groups 

within those audiences.
 Continue to base your message on 

key messages. 
 Consider the role of culture in 

tailoring and sharing your message.

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/maskupamerica


Work with others to share messages
 When possible, establish 

relationships before the 
emergency.

 Seek and accept input from 
partners. 



Promote repetition and consistent messaging

 Share the same message across 
multiple platforms.

 Coordinate messaging with 
response partners. 



Ways to build trust
 Work with trusted messengers
 Deliver on every promise
 Use 6 CERC principles

https://phil.cdc.gov/Details.aspx?pid=23192


Tips for being an effective communicator



As leaders in a catastrophic event…

 Every word, 
 Every eye twitch, and
 Every passing emotion 
. . . resonates with heightened 
importance to the public.

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCMzX3raanckCFQ2ZiAodydIE1w&url=http://k20center.ou.edu/programs/gearup-promise/leaders&psig=AFQjCNGZhvXDbGwiiuvcmMKgeK-aUStP1A&ust=1448047219645100


Use plain language

 Be brief.
 Give positive action steps.
 Use words your audience uses.
 Use personal pronouns.



Role of a spokesperson in an emergency

 Take your organization from an it to a we
 Build trust and credibility for the organization
 Ultimately, reduce the incidence of illness, injury, and death



Tips for success

 Stick to the main points
 Limit jargon and acronyms
 Refute negative allegations without repeating them
 Gather feedback
 Be your organization; then be yourself
 Remember, what you say is never off the record



Questions & Answers
• COVID-19 vaccine uptake has been lower in rural areas. What messages work with rural 

residents?
• How to communicate to a public audience that has lost respect for public health and won't 

listen to your messages any longer?
• How the traditional roles of communicators have expanded to include those not formally 

trained (holding a college degree, for instance)?
• How politics and public health can work together, and public health expertise can be 

respected?
• How has the pandemic changed communication strategies?
• How do you break down the concern of retaliation when trying to communicate information 

that might be against the loudest minority?
• Credible Spokesperson: How can Subject Matter Experts be best identified and most effective 

in cooperatively delivering key messages?
• If your background is in communication (versus science) how do you become a more effective 

risk communicator?
• What is considered a crisis (in public health communications) and how can we help transition 

staff from thinking reactively to thinking proactively so not everything is a crisis? 
• Are there any trainings/classes/certificates for crisis communications?



Additional questions? Comments? Observations?



Thank you !



For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication Resources

 CERC Website: emergency.cdc.gov/cerc
 Additional Inquiries: cercrequest@cdc.gov

https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/
mailto:cercrequest@cdc.gov
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