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I s This Water Safe to Drink? 
Is This Food Safe to Eat?
Environmental health practitioners have 

many occasions to speak with the public 
about concerns regarding clean water, safe 
food, and a healthy environment. These occa-
sions could happen during an unexpected 
event or disaster—a chemical spill in the 
local water supply, a foodborne illness out-
break, or a hurricane with power outages. 
Or, it could happen in the course of a normal 
workday, like during a routine inspection.

Our ability to explain a situation and the 
risk someone is facing clearly, succinctly, and 
with empathy can make the difference of 
whether or not they ar
health by the Agency for Toxic Substances 
and Disease Registry and U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency during the 1980s and 
1990s. Risk communication experts such 
as Vince Covello, Frederick W. Allen, Peter 
Sandman, Baruch Fischhoff (see quote on 
page 31), and others looked at environmen-
tal risks and the way authorities talked with 
people about them. They found that good 
communication included
• accepting the public as an equal partner

and
• giving people an opportunity to ask ques-

tions and share feelings.
Covello and Sandman de�ned risk as “haz-

ard + outrage” and examined the factors that 
make risks feel less acceptable and more dan-
gerous to people. They de�ned hazard as the 
amount of harm a risk is likely to do and out-
rage as how upset it is likely to make people. 
The level of outrage people feel about a risk 
rises with the following factors, among others:
• They are invisible or hard to observe (e.g.,

germs in food).
• They affect some groups more than others

(e.g., children and older adults).
• They are out of our personal control (e.g.,

a chemical spill).
Consequently, environmental health risks

might be seen with more fear and less under-
standing than other types of health risks: they 
are invisible, affect some populations dispro-
portionally, and are often out of our control.

With that in mind, there are things we can 
do to address the anxiety people can feel and 
help them listen to, understand, accept, and 
follow health protection messages. CDC’s 
CERC principles (see sidebar) are designed 
to do that. While all principles are important, 
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