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Chinese Scholar (500 BC)

• Tell me and I forget.
• Involve me and I remember.
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The Magic Number 

3



3 Tools

• 27/9/3 Communication Tool 
(27 words/9 seconds/3 messages)

• CCO Communication Tool 
(Compassion/Commitment/Optimism)

• 1N=3P Communication Tool 
(One Negative Equals Three Positives)



Three Messages

High stress 
communication 

is a 
science-
based 

discipline

High stress
situations 

change the 
rules for 
effective  
communi-

cation

The key to    
effective  

high stress   
communication
is Anticipation, 
Preparation, 

and 
Practice

(APP)



3 Questions

•Can we improve our communications as leaders?

•How can we compete better as leaders in noisy 
environments?

•What are the best communication tools and 
techniques for critical and high stress situations?



News All →

WHO declares the new
coronavirus outbreak a
Public Health
Emergency of
International Concern

Find out more →
©

30 January 2020



“We have had great success in the [last] five 
years in controlling outbreaks, but we have 
only recently come to understand that 
communications are as critical 
to outbreak control as laboratory analyses 
or epidemiology.”

-- Dr Jong-wook Lee
Director-General

World Health Organisation

WHO Outbreak Communication Guidelines.  Geneva.  2005



“Communications are as 
critical to success as is technical 
skill or knowledge….”



Types of Risks, Critical, and High Stress Issues 

• Health and safety risks 
• Technological risks 
• Human conflict risks 
• Reputational risks
• Environmental risks
• Natural hazard risks (e.g., earthquakes)
• Organizational, economic, and performance risks



Types of Organizational, Economic, and 
Performance Critical or High Stress Issues
• Reorganizations
• Restructuring
• Budget cuts
• Operational disruptions
• Facility closures
• Downsizing
• Cost overruns 
• Product/performance failure
• Complaints



Definitions

• Definition: critical and high stress communication (as a formal 
academic discipline) is: 
• a science-based exchange of information among interested parties about 

risks, crises, and high concern issues.



Guiding Principles

APP Strategy
• Anticipation

Issues/Stakeholders/Questions and Concerns
• Preparation

Messages/Messengers/Methods
• Practice

Rehearsals/Simulations/Exercises
==========
• PPPPPPP



Critical and High Stress Communication
Resources/Reading List
• Kahneman, D., (Nobel Prize Winner) “Thinking Fast and Slow” (2011)

• Covello, V., “Communicating in Risk. Crisis, and High Stress Situations: Evidence-
Based Strategy and Practice (2022) 

• Aristotle, “Rhetoric: The Art of Persuasion”
===

• Covello, V. and Hyer, R., “COVID-19: Simple Answers to Top Questions” 
Association of State and Territorial Health Officers, (2020)

Access at: 
https://www.waukeshacounty.gov/globalassets/health--human-services/public-
health/public-health-preparedness/covid/asthocovid19qanda.pdf
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High Stress Communications

High stress
situations 

change the 
rules for 
effective  
communi-

cation



LeDoux J. Cellular and Molecular 
Neurobiology.  October 2003, 
Volume 23, Issue 4, pp 727-738, 
Image from 
www.basingtonstokekarate.com
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core is the largest subgraph comprising nodes of degree at
least k, and is derived by recursively peeling off nodes with
degree lower than k until none remain [33]. Each node is then
assigned a core number, which is defined as the largest k such
that the node is still contained in the k-core. We performed k-
core decomposition on binary, high-resolution connection
matrices from all five participants and derived the core

number for each ROI, as well as the average core number for
each anatomical subregion (Figure 5). A large core number
indicates that an ROI or region is resistant to this erosive
procedure and participates in high-k structural cores of the
network. In all participants, full erosion occurs at a core
number of ;20. The most consistent members of the highest
degree k-core for each network (Figure 5A and 5B) were the

Figure 1. Extraction of a Whole Brain Structural Connectivity Network

(1) High-resolution T1 weighted and diffusion spectrum MRI (DSI) is acquired. DSI is represented with a zoom on the axial slice of the reconstructed
diffusion map, showing an orientation distribution function at each position represented by a deformed sphere whose radius codes for diffusion
intensity. Blue codes for the head-feet, red for left-right, and green for anterior-posterior orientations. (2) White and gray matter segmentation is
performed from the T1-weighted image. (3a) 66 cortical regions with clear anatomical landmarks are created and then (3b) individually subdivided into
small regions of interest (ROIs) resulting in 998 ROIs. (4) Whole brain tractography is performed providing an estimate of axonal trajectories across the
entire white matter. (5) ROIs identified in step (3b) are combined with result of step (4) in order to compute the connection weight between each pair of
ROIs. The result is a weighted network of structural connectivity across the entire brain. In the paper, the 66 cortical regions are labeled as follows: each
label consists of two parts, a prefix for the cortical hemisphere (r! right hemisphere, l! left hemisphere) and one of 33 designators: BSTS!bank of the
superior temporal sulcus, CAC ! caudal anterior cingulate cortex, CMF ! caudal middle frontal cortex, CUN ! cuneus, ENT ! entorhinal cortex, FP !
frontal pole, FUS ! fusiform gyrus, IP ! inferior parietal cortex, IT ! inferior temporal cortex, ISTC ! isthmus of the cingulate cortex, LOCC ! lateral
occipital cortex, LOF ! lateral orbitofrontal cortex, LING ! lingual gyrus, MOF ! medial orbitofrontal cortex, MT ! middle temporal cortex, PARC !
paracentral lobule, PARH!parahippocampal cortex, POPE!pars opercularis, PORB!pars orbitalis, PTRI!pars triangularis, PCAL!pericalcarine cortex,
PSTS! postcentral gyrus, PC! posterior cingulate cortex, PREC! precentral gyrus, PCUN! precuneus, RAC! rostral anterior cingulate cortex, RMF!
rostral middle frontal cortex, SF! superior frontal cortex, SP! superior parietal cortex, ST! superior temporal cortex, SMAR! supramarginal gyrus, TP!
temporal pole, and TT! transverse temporal cortex.
doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.0060159.g001

PLoS Biology | www.plosbiology.org July 2008 | Volume 6 | Issue 7 | e1591481

The Structural Core of Human Cortex



Mental Noise: 

0 100

High stress situations create mental 
noise that can reduce the ability

to process communication 
by 80% or greater.

20%



Communication Shift: Attention Span

• Lectures/Presentations: 60-90 minutes (max.), 
6 times a day

• Briefings: 20 minutes (max.), 3 times a day
• Virtual learning: 6 hours/day (max.)



Communication Shift: Guidelines for Power Point Briefings on 
Critical and High Stress Issues

(Guidelines Based on Attention Span Research)

• 10 slides (maximum)

• 20 minutes (maximum)

• 30 words per slide (maximum)



Communication Shift: AGL-4

Average Grade Level Minus Four



Communication Shift: Verbal to Non-Verbal 
Communication
Western European Society
• Eyes and Facial Expression
• Posture
• Voice
• Hands
• Appearance



Communication Shift: Trust Determination
Low Stress to High Stress Situations

Low Stress 

Focus on competence and 
expertise  

High Stress 

Focus on caring, listening, and
empathy



“When people are stressed and upset, they 
want to know that you care before they 
care what you know.”

- Aristotle



Dow Corning
What statistics?
The implication is that 92 women have died from implants

Advocates
72!

Dow Corning
72, 92, whatever…



Behavioral and Neuroscience Research

Research finding: Risk, crisis, and high-stress situations change the 
way the brain processes information.

Examples of words that can change their meaning in risk, crisis, or 
high stress situations:

1. “but” (also, “although” “however”)
2. “as you know” (also, “clearly” ”obviously”)
3. ”never” “always”  (also, all absolutes, such as ”a’’ “every” 

“nothing” 
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Behavioral and Neuroscience Research

Examples of words that can change their meaning in risk, crisis, or 
high stress situations:

2. “as you know” (also, “clearly” ”obviously”)



Rumsfeld’s “Known Unknowns”Message  

• “As we know, there are known knowns; 
there are things we know we know. 
• We also know there are known unknowns; 

that is to say we know there are some things 
we do not know. 
• But there are also unknown unknowns – the 

ones we don't know we don't know.”

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, News Briefing on 
Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq, February 12, 2002

32



Behavioral and Neuroscience Research

Examples of words that can change their meaning in risk, crisis, or 
high stress situations:

3. ”never” “always”  (also, all absolutes, such as ”a’’ “every” 
“nothing” 
(1N=3P)



Behavioral and Neuroscience Homework

1. “but” (also, “although” “however”)
2. “as you know” (also, “clearly” ”obviously”)
3. ”never” “always”  (also, all absolutes, such as ”a’’ “every” 

“nothing” 



Case Study: General Norman Schwarzkopf

Walters:
Generals don’t cry

Schwarzkopf:
Sure they do

Grant, Sherman….tough old guys….Lee cried, Lincoln…

The man who doesn’t cry scares me.



Case Study: British Petroleum (BP) Oil Spill

Gulf Coast, 2010
BP CEO 

Tony Hayward



Case Study: BP Oil Spill (2010):
BP CEO Tony Hayward

“I’m sorry. 
We’re sorry for the massive disruption it has caused their lives. 
And there is no one who wants this over more than I do. 
I’d like my life back.”

(May 30, 2010)



Reporter:
How much are you worth?

CEO:
How much am I worth?  A whole lot less than I was on Saturday?



Reading/Resources

Hyer, R. and V. Covello, “Effective Media Communication” (World 
Health Organization, 2005)
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Message Mapping Clinic



27/9/3 Template –
“Message Map”

3 Key Messages (Top line of message map/short 
answer)
• 27 words
• 9 seconds
• 3 messages

Supporting details (longer answer)
• 2 or 3 per key message



Message Mapping Strategy

Seven Steps
1. Identify risk, high stress, or high concern issue or scenario
2. Identify and describe the key stakeholders
3. Identity stakeholder questions and concerns
4. Identify key messages for message map
5. Identify supporting facts for each key message
6. Test message maps
7. Re-purpose message maps (e.g., fact sheets, briefings, tweets, etc.)



Message Map Question? or Concern!

Key Message 1 Key Message 2 Key Message 3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.2

Support-
ing

Info. 1.1

Support-
ing

Info. 2.1

Support-
ing

Info.  2.2

Support-
ing

Info. 2.3

Support-
ing

Info. 3.1

Support-
ing

Info. 3.2

Support-
ing

Info.  3.3

Hyer, RN, Covello VT. Effective media communication during public health emergencies: a WHO handbook.  WHO Press, Geneva, 2007

<<Empathetic transition>>



Risk Communication 
Toolkit  
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 Edition: August 7, 2019  
Authors: Randall N. Hyer, MD, PhD, MPH 

CrisisCommunication.net  
Vincent T. Covello, MA, PhD 
CrisisCommunication.net   

 

* Citation: Hyer, R. and Covello, V. (2019).  Senior Opioid Response and Education 

Campaign: Risk Communication Toolkit. California Department of Public Health, 

August 7, 2019.  Sacramento, California. 
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Top Questions on Zika: Simple Answers 

 

Note – The understanding of Zika is rapidly evolving and this document will be updated 

periodically to reflect new information and recommendations as they become available. 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Last Revised: November 26, 2014 

Top Questions On Ebola: 

Simple Answers Developed by the Association 

of State and Territorial Health Officials 



Ten Principles of Message Mapping

1. Maximum of 3-5 key messages (9 seconds or 27 words)
2. 6th to 8th grade level
3. Primacy/recency
4. Cite third parties perceived as credible
5. Genuine empathy, listening, caring and compassion



Ten Principles of Message Mapping (cont.)

6. Graphics, visual aids, analogies and narratives
7. Negative dominance: 1N = 3P
8. Tell me, Tell me more, Tell me again
9. Each message can stand alone.



Message Mapping Clinic
Exercise!



Message Mapping Exercise

• Identify a work-related high stress/high concern communication issue 
or scenario
• Identify a primary stakeholder
• Identify at least one high stress question
• ==
• Develop a draft message map for the high stress question using the 

message map template



Key Issues and Concerns

• Priorities
• Hot buttons
• Newsworthy
• Special interests



Sample issues for message maps

• Restructuring
• Conflict management
• Performance review
• Negative feedback to customer
• Budget cuts
• Delays
• Change – if you could change 

one thing, what would it be?

• What would you like to be 
changed?
• Food – more variety/options, 

stores, locations
• Problem/solution/challenge
• Know/do/go
• COVID-19:  how to stay 3-6 feet 

from other people?
• Why are you qualified for this 

job?



Sample Topics for Message Map

According to research, there are seven major topics of marital and 
family arguments:
• 1. 
• 2. 
• 3. 
• 4. 
• 5. 
• 6. 
• 7.



Sample Topics for Message Map

According to research, there are seven major topics of marital and 
family arguments:
• 1. Finances
• 2. Children
• 3. In-Laws
• 4. Work versus Family
• 5. Sex/Intimacy
• 6. Division of Labor
• 7 Communications.



Message Map Question? or Concern!

Key Message 1 Key Message 2 Key Message 3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.2

Support-
ing

Info. 1.1

Support-
ing

Info. 2.1

Support-
ing

Info.  2.2

Support-
ing

Info. 2.3

Support-
ing

Info. 3.1

Support-
ing

Info. 3.2

Support-
ing

Info.  3.3

Hyer, RN, Covello VT. Effective media communication during public health emergencies: a WHO handbook.  WHO Press, Geneva, 2007

<<Empathetic transition>>
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Empathetic transition



“When people are stressed and upset, they 
want to know that you care before they 
care what you know.”

- Aristotle



Assessed 
in first 9-30 
seconds

Listening/
Caring/

Empathy/Compassion
50%

Competence/
Expertise 
15-20%

Honesty/ 
Openness 

15-20%

All
Other Factors

15-20% 

Trust Factors: high-concern setting

Hyer RN.  CDC National Immunization Conference, 2005
Hyer RN and Covello VT.  Health Physics, 2017  



What are key facts about COVID-19 in the U.S.?

Key Messages/Shorter Answer (Soundbite):
1. The U.S. healthcare system has strategies for early detection, mitigation, and containment.
2. The U.S. public health system is identifying COVID-19 cases, isolating sick people, and tracing contacts.
3. Everyday basic hygiene is important to prevent infection.
**********************************************************

Longer Answer:

1. The U.S. healthcare system has strategies for early detection, mitigation, and containment.
• Health care providers have systems for the early detection and containment of COVID-19.
• Health care providers are strengthening early detection and containment systems based on lessons learned from previous outbreaks to include:

o Training and protocols for healthcare workers.
o COVID-19 treatment facilities.
o Risk and crisis communications. 
o Equipment, guidelines, and training for those involved in COVID-19 clean up.

2. The U.S. public health system is identifying COVID-19 cases, isolating sick people, and tracing contacts.
• People are thought to be highly contagious when they are most symptomatic (the sickest).

o Early and potentially highly efficient transmission of the virus may occur before clinical symptoms or in conjunction with the very first mild symptoms.
• Identifying and isolating COVID-19 cases quickly can significantly reduce transmission.

o Health care workers are trained to be on the watch for patients with symptoms that in the early stages of illness may seem like the flu.
o Health care workers can assess travel histories that may indicate contact with COVID-19.
o Health care workers can test for COVID-19 in suspected individuals.

• Tracing contacts of COVID-19 patients quickly can significantly reduce transmission. 
o People who have been in contact with an COVID-19 patient are monitored for symptoms.
o People who have been in contact with an COVID-19 patient may be quarantined.
o CDC has detailed guidelines on monitoring and movement related to COVID-19.

3. Everyday basic hygiene is important to prevent infection.
• Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds.

o Wash your hands especially after going to the bathroom, before eating, and after coughing, sneezing, and blowing your nose.
o Use a hand sanitizer if soap and water are unavailable.

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth with unwashed hands. 
• Cover your coughs and sneezes with a sleeve or tissue.
• Clean frequently touched surfaces around the house with regular household cleaners. 



Message Map Question? or Concern!

Key Message 1 Key Message 2 Key Message 3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.3

Support-
ing

Info. 1.2

Support-
ing

Info. 1.1

Support-
ing
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Support-
ing

Info.  2.2
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ing

Info. 2.3
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ing
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Hyer, RN, Covello VT. Effective media communication during public health emergencies: a WHO handbook.  WHO Press, Geneva, 2007
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Message Map 
Response FLOW

Key Message 1

Supporting 
Info. 1.1

Supporting 
Info. 1.2

Supporting 
Info. 1.3

Key Message 2

Supporting 
Info. 2.1

Supporting 
Info. 2.2

Supporting 
Info. 2.3

Key Message 3

Supporting 
Info. 3.1

Supporting 
Info. 3.2

Supporting 
Info. 3.3

(27,9,3)

(27,9,3) (27,9,3) (27,9,3)

(27,9,3)

1

43

5

2

Question? or Concern!

<<Empathetic transition>>
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3 Questions

•Can we improve our communications as leaders?

•How can we compete better as leaders in noisy 
environments?

•What are the best communication tools and 
techniques for critical and high stress situations?


