
Session VII: Risk and Crisis Communication 
Discussion Guide 

 
 
(Facilitator) 
A reporter from your local television news station has left you a message wanting to set 
up a time to talk about the local impact of an outbreak of E. coli in bagged spinach.  
Using the following scenario as background, quickly decide what you will say to this 
reporter based on your own job duties and your actual community.  Develop a message 
map to help you organize your response. 
 

Yesterday, CDC officials were alerted by epidemiologists in Wisconsin 
and Oregon that fresh spinach was the suspected source of small clusters 
of Escherichia coli serotype O157:H7 infections in those states. On the 
same day, New Mexico epidemiologists contacted Wisconsin and Oregon 
epidemiologists about a cluster of E. coli infections in New Mexico 
associated with fresh spinach consumption.  CDC PulseNet has confirmed 
that the E. coli strains from infected patients in Wisconsin had matching 
pulsed-field gel electrophoresis (PFGE) patterns and identified the same 
pattern in patient isolates from other states. The investigation and 
additional case finding are ongoing.  
 
This morning, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) advised 
consumers by press release and press conference to not eat bagged fresh 
spinach. 
 

(From “Ongoing Multistate Outbreak of Escherichia coli serotype O157:H7 Infections 
Associated with Consumption of Fresh Spinach --- United States, September 2006.” 
MMWR Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, September 29, 2006/55(38);1045-1046.) 
 

 
 
(Discussion cues) 
First of all, be sure to return the call promptly! Reporters work on a deadline and will 
appreciate a quick response.  If they do not receive any information from your agency, 
they may report a more alarmist viewpoint from someone else, or they may report that the 
local health department did not return their call. 
 
Your response will vary based on your personal job responsibilities and the facts in your 
community.  One appropriate response may simply be that you are not the right person to 
talk about this.  In that case, give the reporter the name and phone number of the person 
who can help.  Your agency may have a designated press contact, or you may want to 
direct them to the department head or the person who normally investigates foodborne 
outbreaks.  If you’re not sure who should talk to the reporter, find out! 
 
At this point in the investigation, you may not have much information, especially if there 
have not been any cases identified in your area.  You should share what you know, but do 

  



not guess if you do not know the answer to a question or speculate about what might 
happen.   
 
As you develop a message map, remember that you should create no more than 3 key 
messages and use no more than 3 supporting statements for each key message.  These key 
messages and supporting statements should be clear, short, and easy to remember.  An 
example of a possible message map is below.   
 

Key Message #1:  
We advise consumers to 
follow the FDA guidelines 
and not eat bagged fresh 
spinach 

Key Message #2: 
We have had no reports of 
E. coli infections related to 
bagged spinach in our area. 
–OR– 
We have had 3 reports of 
E. coli related to bagged 
spinach in our state. 
 
Supporting Statements: 
As always, we continue to 
monitor any foodborne 
illness due to E. coli. 
–OR– 
We are investigating these 
infections in cooperation 
with the CDC. 

Key Message #3: 
Other ways to protect 
against foodborne illness 
are to wash hands and 
surfaces often, reduce cross 
contamination, cook foods 
to proper temperatures, and 
refrigerate promptly. 

 
 
 

  



(Facilitator) 
Because of great interest being generated by this story, your agency decides to issue a 
statement to your community about the outbreak.  Develop a basic message using the six 
parts discussed in the presentation.  Remember to use simple sentence structure, avoid 
jargon, and use inclusive language. 
 
(Discussion cues) 
Your message should include each of the following, although your responses will vary 
based on the outbreak selected. 

1. An expression of empathy and caring 
 We know that many people are concerned about the recent outbreak of E. coli.  

 
2. Confirmed facts: who, what, when, where, why, how 

 Cases have been identified in Wisconsin, Oregon, and New Mexico 
 These cases have been linked to bagged fresh spinach.   
 At this time, we have had no confirmed reports of E. coli associated with 

bagged fresh spinach in our state.   
 
3. What you don’t know about the situation 

 We do not know if all brands of bagged fresh spinach are affected, or where 
the spinach was distributed.   

 
4. Process to deal with the problem 

 Therefore, we advise that consumers follow the FDA recommendations issued 
this morning and not eat bagged fresh spinach. 

 To reduce all forms of foodborne illness, including E. coli, remember to wash 
hands and surfaces often, cook foods to proper temperature, and refrigerate 
promptly 

 Cooking fresh spinach at 160 degrees Fahrenheit for 15 seconds will kill any 
E. coli present. 

5. Statement of commitment 
 The CDC is continuing to investigate the outbreak.  We will keep the public 

of any new developments in this investigation as we learn of them. 
 
6. Where people can get more information 

 For more information about this outbreak, you can visit the CDC’s website or 
call the local health department at 987-555-1234. 

 
 

  



(Facilitator) 
Realizing that your statement may generate further questions,  think of at least 5 
questions that the reporter or a member of the community may ask you and develop a 
one-line response or explanation for each (if you don’t know the answer right now, note 
where you could find the answer).  Again, remember to use simple sentence structure, 
avoid jargon, and use inclusive language. 
 
(Discussion cues) 
Possible questions that a reporter may ask include those listed below.  Your answers 
should be truthful based on what you know.  Remember that you should respond to 
emotional questions with emotion-based responses, not just data and facts.  Do not 
speculate on things you do not know, and protect the privacy of people involved in the 
outbreak. 
 

 What is your name and job title?  What are your qualifications to talk about this? 
 Can you tell us what happened?  
 How certain are you about this information? 
 What is E. coli?  How dangerous is it? 
 How many people were harmed?  What are their names?  Can we talk to them?  
 What effects will this have on the people involved? 
 What would you like to say to those that have been harmed and to their families?   
 Is the situation under control? 
 What is being done in response to what happened? 
 Who is in charge? 
 What are you advising people to do? 
 How long before the situation returns to normal? 
 Why did this happen?  
 Could this have been avoided? 
 If you are not sure of the cause, what is your best guess? 
 Who is to blame? 
 Has this ever happened before?  Can this happen elsewhere?  
 What can be done to prevent this from happening again? 
 What else can go wrong? 
 Has anyone broken the law? 
 Do you think those involved handled the situation well enough? 
 How much will all this cost?  Who will pay for it all? 
 What are you going to do after the investigation? 
 What is your personal opinion?  What are you telling your own family? 
 Are people over reacting? 
 What is the worst case scenario?  (Again, remember not to speculate!) 
 Have you told us everything you know?  
 When will we find out more? 
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