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WHO on social 
media…

communicates 
risks (not just in 
emergencies)…

in a way that 
aims to build 
trust – at all 

times.
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The World Health Organization - the UN's directing and 
coordinating authority on international health work

The World Health Organization - the UN's directing and 
coordinating authority on international health work

The Cassandra Crossing

Contagion
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Fukushima nuclear accident was a social 
media paradigm shift for WHO

Fukushima nuclear accident was a social 
media paradigm shift for WHO
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A few days after the first WHO tweets…A few days after the first WHO tweets…
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More detailsMore details

 Tuesday, 16 June, 09:00, Splendens Hall: Use of risk 
communications/social media in the context of the 
Fukushima nuclear accident
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Seeing the value of social media during Fukushima 
accident, WHO has been investing in social media to:
Seeing the value of social media during Fukushima 

accident, WHO has been investing in social media to:

 provide accurate, accessible, understandable, useable 
information on a wide variety of health issues in a timely 
fashion and more widely;

 listen and communicate public health risks;

 protect WHO's reputation and credibility;

 articulate policy and practice for better health.
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WHO: 4th most followed int'l organizationWHO: 4th most followed int'l organization

Source: How international organizations tweet, Twiplomacy, March 2015 (90 orgs analysed)
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WHO: 5th most effective int'l organization by 
average number of retweets per tweet

WHO: 5th most effective int'l organization by 
average number of retweets per tweet

Source: How international organizations tweet, Twiplomacy, March 2015 (90 orgs analysed)
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All 
communication 
about health is

about risk.



11 |

WHO on social 
media…

communicates 
risks (not just in 
emergencies)…

in a way that 
aims to build 

trust.
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Align people's perception with actual riskAlign people's perception with actual risk

Small hazard Big hazard

Apathy

Emergency 
communications

(Fukushima nuclear 
accident)

Health education
(Ear and hearing)

Precautionary 
advocacy

(Beijing smoke‐
free law)

* by Peter M. Sandman http://www.psandman.com, adapted by WHO

Both can be 
reputational

Outrage 
management
(Vegan food)

Outrage/
fear
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Outrage management 
Veganism = mental illness?

Outrage management 
Veganism = mental illness?
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Emergency communications
Typhoon Haiyan – working with the gov't

Emergency communications
Typhoon Haiyan – working with the gov't
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Precautionary advocacy
#RUFREE Smoke-free Beijing

Precautionary advocacy
#RUFREE Smoke-free Beijing

Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention
WHO Weibo account

Health Education Centre
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Health education
#EarCareDay Twitter chat

Health education
#EarCareDay Twitter chat
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Listen to your communities' beliefs, 
anxieties, opinions and knowledge - engage

Listen to your communities' beliefs, 
anxieties, opinions and knowledge - engage

 Experts and the public do not perceive risk the same way.

 The danger posed by a hazard is not the only important factor in risk 
perception. People may be driven by fear, outrage, the media.

 Risk perception is reality for risk communications, regardless of if 
there is a real threat or not.

 Listen to your community's concerns, anxieties, rumours, 
misinformation and levels of outrage to adjust the reality by using the 
appropriate communications strategy. 

 Two-way engagement with empathy is key. One-way dissemination 
of facts and figures is not enough.
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Social media is
about them!
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WHO on social 
media…

communicates 
risks…

in a way that 
aims to build 

trust.
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Trust is crucial for people to follow advice
that is healthy and safe for them

Trust is crucial for people to follow advice
that is healthy and safe for them

Trust

 is by far the greatest factor in communicating risk;

 creates favourable conditions for actors to accept decisions;

 is the perception that other actors will refrain from opportunistic 
behaviour, i.e. that their behaviour is more or less stable;

 needs to be earned: cultivated at all times, in all risk
communications, before it is needed, not just in emergencies;

 is strong where organizations are clear about their values and 
walk their talk.
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Social media help to build trustSocial media help to build trust

 Trust develops when actors engage with each other.

 Trust is one of the most important attributes on social media. It is
also one of the more easily lost ones.

 Without engagement, trust will easily diminish.

 Social media allow to listen to your communities and engage many-
to-many to build trust.

 Trust is built, strengthened, maintained and/or restored through
consistently trustworthy behaviour.

 Trust is essentially social and normative rather than individual.
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Social media code of engagement to build trust
United Nations and WHO ethical principles

Social media code of engagement to build trust
United Nations and WHO ethical principles

 Loyalty – e.g. digital ambassadors for the Organization

 Accountability – e.g. anticipate impact of actions on organizational objectives

 Independence – e.g. not to be unduly influenced by a third party

 Technical excellence – e.g. evidence-based content, accurate, accessible

 Impartiality – e.g. not favouring a particular entity, being as close as possible 
to "all"

 Honesty – e.g. acknowledge Member States' contributions, copyrights

 Discretion – e.g. confidentiality, embargoes

 Respect – e.g. diversity of opinions, tone of voice

 Integrity – e.g. walking the talk at all times as international civil servants
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Engage to build
trust at all times!
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WHO on social 
media…

communicates 
risks…

in a way that 
aims to build 

trust.
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Thank you!Thank you!


