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“The need to communicate clearly was never 
more compelling than during the recovery 
from the World Trade Center attacks. People 
were desperate for information. The 
information had to be correct, but there were 
delicate questions of taste and sensitivity as 
well.”

-Rudolph Giuliani



…want to know that you care before they      
care what you know.

…judge the messenger primarily in terms of 
trust and trust comes from non-verbal 
communication, verbal communication, and 
actions

…focus most on what they hear first and 
last.



“We talked about the anthrax attack because 
two members of our community had died. That's 
not a scare when you actually kill someone. It’s 
an attack, and that sort of language nuance 
builds a level of connection with the community 
so you're viewing the incident the same way 
they're viewing the incident.”

-Ivan Walks, M.D., Health Director, 
Washington D.C., Anthrax, 2001



“This [fireman] was on the verge of emotional 
exhaustion. I mean he had seen a horror, he 
didn't know what to do. There was no living 
person in that building that he was able to 
save. So I knew that my function had to be
one of reassurance to those who were risking 
their lives to help us.”

-Frank Keating, Governor, 
Oklahoma City, Bombing, 1995



Listening/Caring/
Empathy

50%

Competence/
Expertise 15-

20% Honesty/ 
Openness 
15-20%

Dedication/
Commitment

15-20%

Assessed 
in first 
30 seconds

Vincent T. Covello, Ph.D., 2003



• 75% Rule

• Negative Dominance 

• Cultural Meaning 



• Eyes
-- Eye contact

• Hands
-- Visible; waist level; small 
movements 

• Posture
-- Slight lean forward; 

relaxed; avoid repetitive 
motions



• Compassion 

• Conviction 

• Optimism 



Too many voices
Too many technical terms
Competing priorities



Rumors are based in the truth –
then embellished 

“help the public to reach the same 
conclusion you did”



Unofficial experts will undoubtedly pop up to 
offer unsolicited advice. 

First, be concerned about what the “official”
officials are saying and whether these 
messages are consistent. Your cumulative, 
consistent voices may drown out conflicting 
messages. 



Also, consider identifying the unofficial 
experts in your community and ensure they 
have early access to the recommendations 
you will be giving. 





“Leaders must find a balance between speed 
and deliberation. . . .The need for quick 
decisions . . . is strongest in times of crisis. 
People are afraid and uncertain, and need to 
feel that someone is in charge.”

-Rudolph Giuliani, Mayor, New York City, 2001, 
from his book Leadership





“I think the most important thing to learn from 
this or any other tragedy that is handled well 
in the public domain is that unlike the 
frustration we feel sometimes on an airplane 
when something goes crack or the plane 
doesn’t leave and there's total silence from 
the cockpit, that's the worst thing to do. The 
best thing is transparency and openness.”

-Frank Keating, Governor,
Oklahoma City, Bombing, 1995













 The Red Box



• 27 words

• 9 seconds

• 3 messages



Copyright, Dr. V Covello,
Center for Risk Communication

Message Map
Question/Concern

Key Message/Fact 
1.

I came

Key Message/Fact 
2.

I saw

Key Message/Fact 
3.

I conquered

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 1.1

Long
journey 

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 1.3

Arrived 
safely

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 1.2

Heavy
Losses

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 2.1

Large 
armies

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 2.2

Well 
armed

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 2.3
Well 

positioned 

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 3.1

Engage

Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact 3.2

Fought 
bravely
Keywords:
Supporting 

Fact  3
Defeated 
enemy

The journey 
was long and 
hard.

The enemy 
armies were 
large.

Despite the 
difficulties, we 
arrived safely.

We suffered  
heavy losses 
along the way.

They were well
Armed and 
equipped.

They were well 
positioned.

We engaged 
them 

immediately

Our legions 
fought bravely

The enemy is  
(totally) 
defeated.

Vincent T. Covello, Ph.D., 2003



 Rumors and Misinformation
 Inaccurate information
 Too Late
 Too soon – premature
 Too long
 Too short
 Buried message  So what?  







“Well, you have to put yourself in their shoes 
otherwise you wouldn't understand what 
they're going through. And I know I was 
accused at times of having too much empathy 
when my voice would crack. You need to feel 
for the people, and I know if you don't have the 
empathy for the people you're not a good 
leader.”

-Patricia Owens, Mayor, Grand
Forks, North Dakota, Flood and Fire
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