
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Center for Preparedness and Response

Molly Gaines-McCollom, PhD, MPH
June 9, 2020



 COVID-19 main site: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/

 Tribal Communities and COVID-19: 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/tribal/index.html

 Tribal Health: https://www.cdc.gov/tribal/index.html

 Toolkit: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/contact-tracing-

comms.html

Novel Coronavirus Information



Introduction to Crisis and Emergency Risk 

Communication (CERC)



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.



The right message at the right time from the right 

person can save lives.



Six Core 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.

Six Principles of CERC



https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/resources/pdf/315829-A_FS_CERC_Infectious_Disease.pdf

CERC in an Infectious Disease Outbreak Fact Sheet



The CERC Rhythm



Psychology of a Crisis 



 Psychological barriers:

– Denial

– Fear, anxiety, confusion, dread

– Hopelessness or helplessness

People seldom panic.

What do people feel during a disaster?



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

Processing Information in a Crisis



All risks are not accepted equally

 Voluntary vs. involuntary

 Controlled personally vs. controlled by others

 Familiar vs. exotic

 Natural vs. manmade

 Reversible vs. permanent

 Statistical vs. anecdotal

 Fairly vs. unfairly distributed

 Affecting adults vs. affecting children

How do we communicate about risk during an 
emergency?



 Acknowledge fear and uncertainty.

 Express wishes. (“I wish I had answers.”)

 Don’t over-reassure.

 Explain the process in place to find answers. 

 Promote action. Ask more of people.

 When the news is good, state continued concern before stating reassuring 

updates.

Countering Psychological Barriers 



 Shortcut when uncertainty and threat are both present to protect against 

physical and emotional harm

 Occurs in a social context

 Four characteristics to stigmatization

– Problem stigmatizer believes he can control

– Must be distinguishable

– Stigma associated with the party

– Reaction that distances 

Stigma



 Emotional pain (e.g., stress & anxiety)

 Limited access to health care, education, housing, and employment

 Physical violence

 Affects minority groups differently

 Potential for group conflict (i.e., a group-level ethnocentric worldview)

Stigma’s Toll



Communication must balance the real risk with needless association of an 

identifiable group

 Avoid visuals that link group to threat--watch out for subconscious links:  

Avian Influenza H5N1

 Teach response professionals about stigma

 Share with media the concern

 Scan for stigma and confront quickly

Communication Steps to Counter Stigma



Responding to Errors and Rumors

Consider:

 Give important protective actions for the public.

 Know how to reach their audiences and what their audiences need.

 Evaluate the level of harm to the public and problems to your 

organization when responding.

 Information or misinformation can go viral in seconds.

 News stories can spread faster on social media.

 Negative online comments can damage your reputation.

Remember: You can’t control every message being sent or every response to 

your messages



Develop and Tailor Messages



 Be brief.

 Give positive action steps.

 Use words your audience uses.

 Use personal pronouns.

Visit cdc.gov for more guidance

 Health Literacy

 CDC Clear Communication Index

Use Plain Language





Trust and Mistrust

• Trust happens when promises 

are fulfilled.

• Mistrust is an outgrowth of the 

perception that promises were 

broken and values violated.



 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.

 Work with others to share messaging

Tailor Messages





 Share the same message across 

multiple platforms.

 Coordinate messaging with 

response partners. 

Promote Repetition and Consistent Messaging



Social Media in a Crisis



How Social Media Helps in a Crisis

 Ability for rapid, authoritative, direct communication 

Be right.  Be first.  Be credible.

 Ability to join the conversation & listen to the conversation

Express empathy

 Opportunities to address fears and misinformation

Well suited to simple messages & actionable items that are 

needed in a crisis

 Promote action

Provides quick opportunities to shift dialogue









Responding to Errors and Rumors

Consider:

 Give important protective actions for the public.

 Know how to reach their audiences and what their audiences need.

 Evaluate the level of harm to the public and problems to your 

organization when responding.

 Information or misinformation can go viral in seconds.

 News stories can spread faster on social media.

 Negative online comments can damage your reputation.

Remember: You can’t control every message being sent or every response to 

your messages



Five Communication Mistakes to Avoid



Resources

 CERC Website 

 emergency.cdc.gov/cerc

 Additional Inquiries

 cercrequest@cdc.gov



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.


