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What is risk? Real vs 

Perceived

Clearly 

communicating



What is risk?



Hazard: Source of 
potential danger

Risk: The likelihood of 
the hazard causing harm

Hazards and Risks

Cheers!



Real vs 

Perceived



Factors

• Voluntary

• Natural or manmade

• Familiarity

• Treatable or reversible 
effects

• Scientific evidence and 
understanding

Perception Matters



HABs
• Recreational exposures 

are voluntary

• Natural event 

• Familiarity varies; can 
depend on HAB 
frequency

• No medical treatment 
available

• Human health effects 
are known but not well 
understood

Perception Matters



Clearly 

Communicating



Mental Noise Impacts Processing

It is on us if people do not 
understand our message



People focus on 

what they hear first 

and last



The rule of 3s

3 messages

Repeated 3 times

Supported by 3 points

Most important message 
first and last



HABs Message Map



Wisconsin HAB Toolkit

Go to www.dhs.wisconsin.gov and search “algae”

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/


People process 

information below 

their grade level



Lower the literacy of 

your messaging

Identify your audience

Take the average grade 
level minus 4 grades



blue-green algaecyanobacteria

swallowingest

breathe ininhale

unsafecontaminated



People hear the 

negative more than 

the positive



1 = 3

One negative 

message equals three 

positive messages



Listening, Caring, 
Empathy

Competence and 
Expertise

Honesty and 
Openness

Dedication and 
Commitment

50%

15-20%

15-20%

15-20%

Assessed in first 
30 seconds!

Principles developed by Center for 
Risk Communication

People want to 

know you care 

before they care 

what you know



Say “I don’t know” if 

you don’t know



What to Remember

People focus on first and last 
message

• Rule of threes
• 3 messages, repeated 3 times 

(supported by 3 points)
• First message first, second 

message last
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What to Remember

People focus on first and last 
message

• Rule of threes
• 3 messages, repeated 3 times 

(supported by 3 points)
• First message first, second 

message last

People process below their 
grade level

• Identify your audience
• Lower the reading level by 

four grade levels

People hear the negative 
message more than the 
positive messages

• 1 negative message = 3 
positive messages

• Show you care before you 
show what you know

• Say “I don’t know” when you 
don’t know
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Case Study

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arQ1MVxuwzY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arQ1MVxuwzY


Case Study

Discussion

• What were the news story’s positive and negative 
messages?

• Was the story understandable for the general public?

• What did the story state was known vs. unknown?

• Was there a sense of compassion?



Group Discussion

What have your experiences been with communicating 
about blue-green algae to the general public?

• What went well?

• What was most challenging?

• What would you do differently next time?


