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a b s t r a c t

Emerging zoonotic disease outbreaks are inevitable and often unpredictable events. The environment
surrounding an outbreak is unique in public health, and outbreaks are frequently marked by uncertainty,
confusion and a sense of urgency. Good communication at this time, generally through the media, is essen-
tial, but examples unfortunately abound of communication failures that have delayed outbreak control,
undermined public trust and compliance, and unnecessarily prolonged economic, social and political
turmoil. With this paper we hope to disseminate the idea that communication expertise has become as
essential to outbreak control as epidemiological training and laboratory analysis. The paper presents the
best practices for communicating with the public and discusses future aspects of communicating through
the mass media during an outbreak.
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1. Introduction

In recent years emergent disease episodes have increased;
nearly all have involved zoonotic or species-jumping infectious
agents. Globalisation and rapidly expanding and increasingly con-
centrated populations of humans and livestock are driving the
emergence of virulent zoonotic pathogens that may be responsible
for fatal disease in humans and animals. Because there is no way to
predict when or where the next important zoonotic pathogen will
emerge, or what its ultimate importance might be, investigation
at the first sign of emergence of a new zoonotic disease is particu-
larly important [1]. Such investigation may be described in terms of
a discovery-to-control continuum: from recognition of a new dis-
ease in a new setting to the various efforts to controlling it, one of
these being communication with the public via the media [2].

Today, many activities involving emerging zoonotic disease
control are at risk because of the failure of responsible com-
munication with the media. Prevention and control of emerging
zoonotic diseases will require unique strategies based increasingly
on intersectoral cooperation between veterinary and public health
professionals and the media. Such strategies require the building
of a cadre of specialised, committed, veterinary and public health
professionals who are adept at dealing with the media [3].

The health organisations define veterinary public health com-
munication as the crafting and delivery of messages and strategies,
based on consumer research, to promote the health of individuals
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and communities [4]. Although it can be an effective tool to help
shape individuals’ perceptions regarding a veterinary public health
issue, and can influence their behaviour in many areas of their lives,
veterinary public health communication should not be considered
the automatic solution to complex public health problems. It should
be used in combination with other approaches.

Emerging zoonoses communication is a process that is informed
by other disciplines. The behavioural sciences are particularly use-
ful for understanding human behaviour. For example, anthropology
and ethnology provide an understanding of the social and cultural
context within which certain behaviours occur. Other disciplines,
such as communications and marketing, provide insight into the
best ways to develop and deliver veterinary public health messages
that can influence public health behaviours [5].

Most public health campaigns strive for lasting behaviour
change and a sustained public health impact. However, lasting
behaviour change is a result of decisions made at the individual
level. To facilitate voluntary behaviour change a campaign must
appeal to the values and cost–benefit evaluation of each audience
group targeted, emphasising near-term salient benefits rather than
long-term, abstract, collective benefits. Likewise, veterinary public
health messages must be customised in such a way that they are
interesting, relevant and captivating to their audience. Messages
should be clear, easy to understand and easy to act on. Unless it
is easy for people to remember how, when and what to do it is
unlikely that a veterinary public health communication campaign
will be successful. Social marketing techniques applied to emerging
zoonosis communication campaigns have been shown to be effec-
tive in crafting health messages that ‘speak’ to target audiences
[6].
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Successful communication campaigns are based on systematic
planning efforts and on objectives that are attainable, measurable,
clear and time-bound. Successful campaigns develop and deliver
health messages that are tailored to specific target audiences. Dis-
seminating generic veterinary public health messages widely and
increasing knowledge about certain emerging zoonoses issues and
healthy behaviours have been shown to be less effective than more
targeted efforts. Audience-centred health communication efforts
with a consumer perspective are much more effective in motivating
target audiences to change their behaviour. This requires designing
and delivering messages that are adapted to the needs, perceptions,
preferences and situations of the intended audiences rather than
the needs and goals of the message designers or institutions. Com-
municators in veterinary public health practice therefore need to
know as much as possible about their target audience(s) in order
to stimulate voluntary behaviour change [7].

Across the world, journalists and traditional news organisations
have come to realise that new media, including social networking
sites, cellphone messaging and other relatively new technologies
are having a profound impact on their work. Convergence between
telecommunications, cable, satellite, cellphones and traditional
broadcasting means that the media industry is no longer confined
to television, radio and print publications. As more people consume
information through cellphones and other mobile devices, media
companies and other information providers are forced to seriously
consider the implications of regulatory convergence, which can
lead to opportunities as well as conflict around overlapping bound-
aries [8].

The most successful emerging zoonosis communication cam-
paigns involve a ‘systems’ approach that combines the use of
multiple mass media (TV, radio, print, etc.), community partner-
ships, training efforts and activities by grass roots organisations
that have credibility with the target audience(s). These efforts,
blended in an effective and coordinated manner, can attract more
attention, reach more people in the community and create a per-
ception that the campaign is exceptionally vigorous [9].

Communications about emerging zoonoses may take many
formats, such as mass media; informational materials such as
brochures and fact sheets; visual materials; audiovisual materials
such as videotapes; action-oriented activities such as role-playing,
storytelling, games, drama, songs, music, contests, fairs, etc.; and
Internet and electronic media such as CD-ROMs and Internet out-
reach [10].

2. Lessons learned

It can at times seem that each new study contradicts the last.
Something is good; yesterday it was bad. Something is the treat-
ment of tomorrow based on early studies; but sorry, it was shown
not to work in larger studies or had unexpected side effects. Cer-
tainly there is much argument about the ‘hyping’ of H5N1 or any
emerging zoonotic disease that has the potential to cause much loss
of human life and gives considerable concern to scientists, but has
not yet caused a large outbreak of human disease. Unfortunately,
even when there is much information about the epidemiology of a
microbe, predictions can never be 100% accurate and the accuracy
will obviously decrease for organisms where information is sparse.

This is not a problem only with H5N1; it is universal for emerg-
ing zoonotic diseases in general. Because they are new diseases, or
old diseases in a state of flux because of the acquisition of novel vir-
ulence factors or antimicrobial resistance genes, knowledge about
their epidemiology and ecology is minimal. Accurate predictions
are difficult or impossible to make and rely on historical events
that parallel the disease as closely as possible [11]. A drawback
of predictions in the mainstream media is that they have led to

some mistrust on the part of the public. It can be difficult to bal-
ance the needs of journalists and the media with the interests of
public health.

The scientific literature presents information in a much less cer-
tain way than the lay press. Scientists use lots of qualification,
especially for preliminary findings, and they point out the weak-
nesses of the study design or methods. This does not often happen
in articles that appear in newspapers or magazines, for understand-
able reasons. Nevertheless, journalists who write about science can
be the friends as well as the foes of scientists. A good journalist can
be very helpful in communicating science to the public in a clear,
unambiguous way, but it only takes one poor one to cause a lot of
confusion and misunderstanding.

The challenge regarding emerging zoonotic diseases has been
called ‘two-footed driving’; in other words, ‘be concerned, but not
too concerned’. Raising awareness and educating without scaring
is not an easy task. Media coverage of emerging zoonoses such as
avian influenza can create the impression that the conditions are
more of a threat than they really are, according to a recent study
from Canada [11]. However, stories that include factual information
on disease symptoms, mortality and infection rates leave readers
with a more accurate view of the risks.

The media usually focus on rare and dramatic events. When
a certain disease receives repeated coverage in the press people
tend to focus on it and perceive it as a real threat. This raises con-
cerns regarding how people view their own health, how they truly
understand disease and how they treat themselves.

The researchers of the Canadian study compared reader impres-
sions of ten zoonotic diseases. Five have frequently appeared in the
print media: anthrax, severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS),
West Nile virus, Lyme disease and avian influenza. The other five
have rarely been mentioned in news stories: tularaemia, human
babesiosis, yellow fever, Lassa fever and hantavirus. In two different
experiments, undergraduate psychology students and then med-
ical students were asked to rate the seriousness of the diseases,
judge the likelihood that each condition was actually a disease,
i.e. how disease-like it was, and estimate how many of their peers
would contract the disease in the ensuing year.

The results suggested that disorders more likely to be covered
by the media are not considered to be objectively worse. The group
concluded, on the basis of the three experiments, that repetitive
media coverage can bias the public’s perception of diseases. The
media function as a critical interface between the scientific com-
munity, government and the public, with a responsibility to strike
a careful balance between raising awareness of issues of public
concern and irrationally alarming the public at large.

Placing a priority on novel diseases can be useful because rare
and dramatic occurrences are sometimes sentinel events. Early
media emphasis on a new infectious disease, before many people
die, can help society take early appropriate precautions.

3. Effective communication during zoonotic disease
outbreaks

Until the outbreak of an emerging zoonotic disease the elabo-
rate infrastructures and mechanisms that protect public health on
a daily basis often go unnoticed and attract little media interest.
In the midst of a public health emergency the situation becomes
very different as the demand for information rapidly escalates.
Only recently has the true extent to which media communica-
tion directly influences the course of events been recognised. Good
communication can rally support, calm a nervous public, provide
much-needed information, encourage cooperative behaviours and
help save lives. Poor communication can fan emotions, disrupt
economies and undermine confidence.
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