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6 month project which aims to engage professionals in risk and crisis communication 
best practice.
Focus is on risk and crisis communication in natural hazards professionals. 
Aim to improve communication in the sector



Participatory approach to engagement. 
Partnering with professionals
Understanding what their communication needs are
Develop customised engagement based on their needs
Create shared resources
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In stage 2 of the project, we interviewed professionals across a range of science 
organisations who communicate about natural hazards
Aim was to collect a range of views
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Content analysis was carried out on a subset of the data, and ongoing analysis 
continues. 
Themes are being checked using constant comparison, and refined as new data is 
included. 
- Most professionals reported that their organisation did not have a coherent 

strategy for communication (overall).
- Want/needs for senior leadership to endorse a wider communication strategy
- Targeted approach which allows scientists to communicate better to specific 

audiences, particularly vulnerable populations
- Help developing the means and strategies for evaluating what has already been 

done, and see what works
- Audiences struggle to understand what risk and resilience are, and have differing 

meanings. It would be good to develop basic strategies to help translate risk and 
resilience to the wider community

- Use communication as part of a participatory approach to engagement with their 
communities
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One major aim of the interviewing process is to identify key resources that can be 
used, as part of a collection to be provided to the science and risk communication 
community. 
Several communication researchers have directed us to some work that we can 
share. 
These resources can be found at riskcommresources.strikingly.com
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Section Objectives:
Describe the lessons learned from our research in communication education. 
Identify which lessons resonate with you, and why.
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Why are we qualified to engage professionals in communication?
- We have experience with training undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
- We have built and tested several role-plays, (Please see: Dohaney, J., Brogt, E., 
Kennedy, B. et al. J Appl. Volcanol. (2015) 4: 12)

Full Ako Aotearoa Project Report available at:
https://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/improving-science-communication-skills
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In stage 1 of the project, we summarised and identified the major learning from our 
research into communication training. Please refer to the Lessons Learned Handout 
(which is also available on the riskcommresources.strikingly.com)

Lesson 1. 
Communication is studied by many academic disciplines: Public relations, Media and 
mass communications, emergency management, science communication and public 
engagement. 
Many definitions in the literature: Risk, vs. Crisis, vs. Science, vs. Corporate, vs. 
Health (sub disciplines). There is learning from all these areas which are helpful for 
communicating about natural hazards
Lesson 2. 
Communication is complex, cultured and highly contextualised. 
Training of science communicators should include complexity, incorporating 
elements from social, political, cultural spheres.



Lesson 3. 
Communication occurs in a wide variety of formats, styles and contexts.
A skilled communicator should be familiar and comfortable with communicating in 
different situations
Therefore, training in communication should incorporate different situations and 
styles
This allows the communicator to develop situation-specific (i.e., audience-specific) 
strategies



Lesson 4.
Previous research into role-play has revealed that learners show self-reported 
improvement of communication. 
We used valid metrics to measure their improvement: confidence (SPCC, McCroskey
and McCroskey 1988) and perceptions (PCC in Dohaney et al, Ako Aotearoa Report, 
2016). Further research will allow us to compare self-reported measures to 
performance. 



Lesson 5. 
Research tells us that rehearsal, reinforcement and feedback are core to improving 
confidence in communication.
Curricula which incorporates real, meaningful feedback and multiple opportunities 
for feedback, allows students to respond and develop new strategies
Feedback should be provided in a supportive fashion, acknowledging that learners 
have different styles and have a range of prior experiences which influence their 
ability to communicate.
Lesson 6. 
Training exercises are typically built from what people think works, and often do not 
consult communication education research.
We know that people learn more from active learning, and that different pedagogical 
experiences are more effective than others. 
Evaluate your communication training. Use valid measures to do so, and build new 
instruments to suite your learning goals. 



~5 minutes
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(~30 minutes total)

Start activity by introducing participants to Crossing Boundaries diagram of the 
professions involved in natural hazards communication and their attributes. Talk 
about how these are different areas with people trained and valuing different skills, 
attributes, etc. Recognise that these attributes come together as almost stereotypes 
– in reality most people lie along a spectrum of behaviours. This is a perspective-
taking exercise, not a finger-pointing exercise.

Activity Objectives:
Reflect on how science, engineering, emergency management and communication 
professionals approach communication differently due, in part, to their training, 
experiences, and values.
Practice thinking about the needs and strengths of these different professions. 
Discuss ways to overcome professional differences/tensions
Recognise that communication is a team-effort shared by these disciplines, with the 
public. We all play a part in the narrative of an event or in peacetime, and as a 
continuum through time.
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~25 minutes

Then (5 minutes):
✓Conclude activity with whole-room talking about their shared goals that these 
professionals have. What are they aiming to do, TOGETHER, during a regional or 
large-scale event.
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(~30 minutes)

Objectives
Using the 16Cs & 7Ts, individually, build their own strategy which incorporates their 
strengths.
Identify which parts of the 16Ts matter most to you the most, and why that is (i.e., 
areas for growth, reflection and improvement)
Build an individual communication strategy which incorporates your strengths and 
acknowledges your weaknesses
Recognise your own challenges and needs in risk communication

Vivienne Bryner did her doctoral study at the University of Otago on the mass media 
and how it is pivotal for communicating the sciences of disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
to citizens. 
Ulitmately, it has a significant collective effect on how individuals and society 
consider natural hazards science, mitigation, and risk reduction principles. 
She used her research to identify practical ways in which media, scientists, and 
policy- and decision-makers could individually and collaboratively improve the 
content of mass media concerning natural hazards. 
Her research looked at evidence-based advice on science and risk communication 
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from a range of scientific disciplines, analysed earthquake-communication-related 
media, notably the NZ-based media preceding and during the Canterbury 
earthquakes of 2010 and 2011, and surveyed and interviewed 493 New Zealand 
citizens and scientists. 
The 16Cs and 7 Ts is a synthesis of this research for how scientists and practitioners 
can better communicate about science and risk for DRR.
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(~15 minutes)

Identify which items you think the public will think is most important. 
Circle the items that you think you are good at.
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(~15 minutes)

Circle the areas that you think you can make an improvement. 
Flip over the sheet, and write about some challenges (top half of the paper). 
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