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Risk communication via The Media 

Effective exchange of reliable information between managers, 
practitioners policy makers, researchers and the public facilitates: 

• Public risk awareness and acceptance 
• Public engagement with risk reduction activities
• Appreciation of the positive role of fire (where relevant) 
• Realisation of having to ‘live with some fire and smoke’



Reach of communications 

Medium Audience Audience reached

Scientific papers Highly specialized audience:
• research community
• some science journalists
• some scientific advisers 

100-1000’s

Reports
Policy briefs 
White papers
Specialist magazines  

Targeted specialist audience: 
• practitioners
• policy makers
• some academics
• some science journalists
• some scientific advisers 

>1000’s (?)

TV, online and print 
media

Everyone engaging with news 
• practitioners
• policy makers
• some academics
• some science journalists
• some scientific advisers 

1000’s-millions
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News Media – enormous reach… 

…BUT: 
only “10% of academics in UK are willing and active in working with the media” 
(Evans 2019, Academic Experts and The Media)
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• Lack of interest (‘not my role’)

• Perception of not having sufficient expertise  

• Avoiding risk of misrepresentation and loss of credibility

• Lack of relevant media training 



What News Media want/need…. 

…is very different to reports or scientific papers   



What News Media want/need…. 

…is very different to reports or scientific papers   

• Controversial, unprecedented, catastrophic, emotive….

• Relevance to the individual reader (e.g. personalised stories)

• Very fast response (within hours or days if lucky) 

• Clear and simple messages (e.g. who or what is to blame)



Personal experiences: press response only 

Our attempt to reduce misconceptions…

…quite good reach (>50,000 downloads)
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Our attempt to reduce misconceptions…

…quite good reach (>50,000 downloads)

E.g. overall decline in 
global area burned, but 
important increases in 
some forested regions 
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Personal experiences: written media  

• Journalists usually very keen to report 
accurately (but simply)

• Often little knowledge of the subject 
(e.g. early-career freelance)

• Do request to read draft for checking 
before publication 

• If against their policy, ask them to read it 
to you 



• Often very little time to prepare 

• May be recorded or live and you may not look your best 🤪

• You may not see the presenter (black screen)

• You may not get the questions you expected!

• …or are saying what you had intended

• If not live, your quotes may be used out of context  

• Have a few key messages prepared to draw on

Personal experiences: radio and TV interviews 



Conclusion 

• Working with journalists can be very stressful, but also rewarding 

• Potentially much greater impact than any of your publications  

• Be ready for gross simplification and messages to be ‘not quite right’

• Dissemination to the public is also our duty (our personal view)

• Better you than a non-expert!

Useful links and training: Expertfile
https://expertfile.com/resources/academic-expertsand-the-media-in-the-uk
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Thank you
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