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Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am pleased to have the opportunity to address this important intercountry meeting on 

outbreak communication. It is my pleasure to thank H.E. Dr Saad Kharabsheh, Minister of 

Health, Jordan, for hosting this meeting. I also extend a warm welcome to our colleagues fom 

WHO headquarters, NAMRU-3, members of Surveillance Regional Advisory Group (SRAG) 

and to all the participants in the meeting.  

Communication is a powerful component in containing emerging outbreaks of 

communicable diseases. This meeting will contribute significantly to improving national and 

regional strategies on outbreak communication. It will contribute also to translating those 

strategies into plans that will enable us to ensure appropriate and efficient communication to 

the public and media.  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Outbreaks of disease are emergencies and, like all emergencies, require urgent action. 

Rapid response is needed to care for cases, prevent further spread, and bring the outbreak 

under control. Our long experience in dealing with outbreaks has clearly demonstrated that 

emergencies of this kind are usually alarming events that can elicit great anxiety in the general 

public. This anxiety can endure even when new knowledge about the outbreak is reassuring. 

Outbreaks thus have the potential to cause social disruption and economic loss well beyond 

health care costs and out of proportion to the true severity of the risk.  
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A functional public health surveillance system is always necessary to detect early and 

respond rapidly to outbreaks of communicable diseases. However, the emergence of 

outbreaks, how they spread and the success of control measures are influenced by the 

behaviour of people. The majority of communicable disease outbreaks could be brought to an 

early end by informing and educating the general public. Appropriate outbreak 

communication aims at increasing public awareness as well as promoting appropriate 

hygienic practices in communities. 

Public communications during an outbreak face unique challenges. These derive from 

several general characteristics of outbreaks, which are further defined by the pathogen and the 

political, economic and cultural context in which the outbreak occurs.  

Trust in communicating with the public is critical in both directions. Evidence shows 

that public panic is rare, and most rare when people have been candidly informed. But the 

extent to which outbreak managers trust the public's ability to tolerate incomplete and 

sometimes alarming information influences communication decision-making and 

effectiveness.  

Mechanisms of accountability, involvement and transparency are important to 

establish and maintain trust, and they are especially important to slowly rebuild trust when it 

is low. Allowing high-profile critics to watch decision-making and even participate, for 

example, reduces the need for trust, and thus increases that trust. The parameters of trust are 

established in the outbreak’s first official announcement. The timing, candour and 

comprehensiveness of the message may make it the most important of all outbreak 

communications. There are potential problems associated with early announcements. 

However, the benefits of early communication outweigh the risks, and even those risks (such 

as providing inaccurate information) can be minimized with appropriate subsequent 

communications. It is the job of the communicator to understand the public's beliefs, opinions 

and knowledge about specific risks. 

Outbreak communication planning must be a part of outbreak management planning 

from the start. To be effective, outbreak communication cannot be a last-minute, add-on 

feature to announce decisions. Decisions, often with life-saving potential, need to be made 

rapidly and actions need to follow promptly, often with support from an informed public. The 

extreme behaviour that can result is well documented and ranges from the wearing of masks 

and avoidance of travel, through fear of hospitals and stigmatization of patients and minority 

groups, to riots, loss of confidence in governments, and significant drops in consumer 

consumption.  
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Governments have no excuse for hiding information, either from their own 

populations, or from other governments and international agencies that are seeking to combat 

the disease. But a commitment to transparency on its own is insufficient. Equally important is 

the need to ensure that those in the front-line of public communication — namely science and 

health journalists — have adequate tools and skills to perform their task, for example to detect 

when a commitment to transparency is not being observed.  

In today’s globalized, wired world, information about outbreaks is almost impossible 

to keep hidden from the public. Eventually, the outbreak will be revealed. Therefore, to 

prevent rumours and misinformation and to frame the event, it is best to announce it as early 

as possible. People are more likely to overestimate the risk if information is withheld. There is 

evidence that shows that the longer officials withhold worrisome information, the more 

frightening the information will seem when it is revealed, especially if it is revealed by an 

outside source. An announcement must be made when public behaviour might reduce risk or 

contribute to the containment of the outbreak. The small size of an outbreak alone or a lack of 

information are insufficient arguments to delay an announcement. There are times when even 

one case, such as an Ebola report, can justify early announcements. 

Setbacks and surprises are common features of an outbreak response. The history of 

recent outbreaks provides many examples of a sudden surge in cases or spread of undesirable 

rumours that drain resources, effort and time. In recent years, we have encountered such 

rumours during outbreaks of avian influenza, SARS, cholera, meningococcal meningitis, and 

haemorrhagic dengue fever, among others. 

We are pleased to have in this meeting some of the cream of the journalists and media 

from the Region. You have all agreed to work with the Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean to identify ways and means to strengthen our ties with each other and to pool 

the available resources to develop a regional strategy for outbreak communication. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 I hope that this conference will show how we intend to go forward with our work on 

public health in the future. Together we can make a significant impact. What we need is a 

joint approach, which harnesses our efforts. I wish you all success in your meeting and I look 

forward to receiving your thoughtful recommendations.  


