


This Presentation 
 Looks at some of the challenges in risk communication in 

healthcare 

 Considers factors affecting optimal risk communication 

 Draws on perspectives from other disciplines 



Contexts 

Bedside patient care: Communicating risk of 
treatments 

Public health: Communicating public health 
threats and risks 

Corporate governance:  Communicating risks of 
all domains within the system in management 
and governance 

General public communication:  Communicating 
risks of overloaded capacity and access problems, 
etc. 



Risk Communication 



Risk Matrix 



Perspectives from 

Social Science Disciplines 

 The concept of ‘risk’ became 

dominant since 1990’s 

 Is there a ‘risk epidemic’ ? 

 Understanding risk literacy 

 Selecting, defining and 

scoping a particular risk 

involve ‘valuing’ 

 Experts vs. Public 

 



One-way communication 



One-way communication 



One-way Risk Communication 

Focusses on transfer of information 

Assumes information is objective and 
neutral 

 



Hazard vs. Outrage 



Case: Lead-tainted water in public 

housing estates (2015) 



Communication Challenges 

   WHO Provisional Standard: <10 µg/L 

   What does a test result of water lead level > 
10 µg/L mean for: 

 An average citizen? 

  Infant ? Pregnant lady? 

  The Housing Authority? 

  Healthcare professionals? 

  Political parties? 

  The media? 

   Where is the expert? 



Emotional ⇏ Irrational 



Opportunity for Control 



Case: Informed Consent 

 Last year, HA implemented  web-

based custom prints of informed 

consent forms to improve 

communication and 

documentation 

 Standard information leaflets 

assist clinicians in 

communicating risks of 

procedure 

 



Custom print Informed Consent Form (ICF)  
 

 

 Fully launched in all hospital clusters in Dec 2015  

Data alignment  

 Total no. of aligned procedures: 2,100   

 Aligned COC/CC data: 251 procedures from 7 COCs 
- A&E, Medicine, Neurosurgery, O&G, Paediatrics, Radiology, 
Surgery 

Utilization update at as at 18 Jan 2016 

 99,537 consent forms printed from ICF System  (80% in Chinese) 
 

 



Focused on Risks 



Informed Consent as Risk 

Communication 

One-way or two-way communication? 

Risk communication or Risk-benefit 

communication? 

Risk literacy issue addressed? 

 
 

 



Pictorograph for informed consent 

J Natl Cancer Inst. 2011 Oct 5;103(19):1436-43. doi: 10.1093/jnci/djr318. Epub 2011 Sep 19. 

Helping patients decide: ten steps to better risk communication.  

Fagerin A, Zikmund-Fisher BJ, Ubel PA. 



Take Home 



Hovering Messages 



Alert Fatigue 



Flooding 



Back to Basics 



Tips for Risk Communication  

involving the Public  

 Accept/involve the public as a legitimate partner. 

 Plan carefully and evaluate your efforts. 

 Listen to the public’s specific concerns. 

 Be honest, frank and open. 

 Coordinate and collaborate with credible source. 

 Meet the needs of the media. 

 Speak clearly and with compassion. 

 
Source: EPA’s Seven Cardinal Rules of Risk Communication 



My Rule of Thumb 

 Do not talk down to stakeholders -  Give the respect 
that they deserve 

 Do your best to keep the message(s) focused and plain 

 Actually listen 

 Facilitate interactive communication 

 Look out for blind spots 

 Prepare for contingency 

 



Thank you for your attention 


