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THE PERCEPTION EQUATION THAT STARTED IT ALL
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HAZARD
TYPE OF

• natural or man-made
• known or unknown
• avoidable or unavoidable
• children or adults

EXPOSURE
MEDIA

• messages from authorities
• news media
• social media
• influencers
• AI-generated answers

RISK
PERCEIVED

• what people believe
• what they feel able to do
• measured by social science

× =

Perception is real.
It can be measured. 
Social science research can help us understand where the gap is.





WHY WE COMMUNICATE — AND HOW
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HOW
we communicate

1 Listening first

2 Clearly

3 Transparently

4 Providing context

5 In a coordinated way

WHY
we communicate

Protect public health

Support informed choices and 
proportionate action

Maintain confidence in the food 
system and in institutions



RISK 
MANAGERS POLICY MAKERS RISK 

ASSESSORS
SCIENTIFIC 

COMMUNITY

PARTNERS CITIZENS MEDIA STAKEHOLDER
S

WHO



RISK COMMUNICATION AS AN EXCHANGE, NOT A BROADCAST
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Risk communication is the timely, transparent, evidence-based exchange of 
information about risk, uncertainty and action.

BROADCAST
Information is pushed out. We assume the gap 
is knowledge.

Authority Public

Trust is assumed

EXCHANGE
We listen first, then explain — and we keep 
listening.

Authority Public

Trust is earned



HOW WE GOT HERE
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1970s–80s

Estimate the risk
Technical and expert-led. 
Communication treated as 
optional — the science was 
expected to speak for itself.

Adapted from Kasza, G. et al. (2022). The evolution of food safety risk communications: models and trends in the past and future.



HOW WE GOT HERE
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1970s–80s

Estimate the risk
Technical and expert-led. 
Communication treated as 
optional — the science was 
expected to speak for itself.

1980s–90s

Inform the public
One-way transfer of facts: 
the information deficit 
model. If they knew what 
we know, they would 
agree.

Adapted from Kasza, G. et al. (2022). The evolution of food safety risk communications: models and trends in the past and future.



HAZARD
Something that has the potential to harm you

RISK
The likelihood of a hazard causing harm

Source: EFSA (2016), Hazard vs risk — efsa.europa.eu

A shark in the sea is a hazard Swimming with a shark is a risk



Source: EFSA (2016), Hazard vs risk — efsa.europa.eu



HOW WE GOT HERE
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1970s–80s

Estimate the risk
Technical and expert-led. 
Communication treated as 
optional — the science was 
expected to speak for itself.

1980s–90s

Inform the public
One-way transfer of facts: 
the information deficit 
model. If they knew what 
we know, they would 
agree.

1990s–2010s

Build trust
Two-way dialogue. 
Transparency, uncertainty 
and institutional trust 
become central concerns.

Adapted from Kasza, G. et al. (2022). The evolution of food safety risk communications: models and trends in the past and future.







HOW WE GOT HERE
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1970s–80s

Estimate the risk
Technical and expert-led. 
Communication treated as 
optional — the science was 
expected to speak for itself.

1980s–90s

Inform the public
One-way transfer of facts: 
the information deficit 
model. If they knew what 
we know, they would 
agree.

1990s–2010s

Build trust
Two-way dialogue. 
Transparency, uncertainty 
and institutional trust 
become central concerns.

2010s–now

Engage and co-create
Audience segmentation, 
social science evidence, 
community engagement 
and AI-mediated reach.

Adapted from Kasza, G. et al. (2022). The evolution of food safety risk communications: models and trends in the past and future.





FIRST STEP TO ENGAGING AND CO-CREATING IS : LISTENING 
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Pesticide residues
“Residues on my fruit.” MRLs, cumulative 
exposure, cocktail effects.

Antibiotic & hormone residues
“Is meat full of drugs?” AMR, import 
standards.

Additives
“What is this E-number?” Re-evaluations, 
ultra-processed food framing.

These are not crises. These are opportunities for routine, repeated comms — this is where credibility is built or lost.

Source: 2025 Eurobarometer on Food Safety (EFSA)



#PlantHealth4Life
E U  p l a n t  h e a l t h  c a m p a i gn



TO COMMUNICATE, OR NOT TO COMMUNICATE
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1 Is there a public health concern?
Severity, scale, and who is affected.

2 Is there uncertainty?
Say what we know, what we do not, and when 
we will know more.

3 Is there public interest?
Is the question already circulating without us?

4 Is action needed?
Is there something people or operators can 
actually do?

Transparency is how we 
earn trust
and trust is what makes the next message 
resonate

Choosing not to communicate may also be a 
valid decision — record why, and revisit it as 
the evidence changes.



FIVE EXAMPLES, FIVE COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES
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Cereulide

Nanoparticle
s

Insects

Food hygiene 

Sustainable diets

Choose one, we will work through it



IN DEPTH: CEREULIDE
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What’s "the question"? Is my baby safe?

The evidence
Cereulide is a heat-stable toxin from Bacillus cereus. After multi-country recalls, the 
Commission asked EFSA for urgent advice; we set an acute reference dose of 0.014 
µg/kg body weight for infants.

The uncertainty
Low uncertainty on hazard: vomiting is the critical effect, with an extra safety factor 
for infants under 16 weeks. Higher uncertainty on how much toxin any individual 
batch contains.

"What can I do about this?" Do not give recalled products to infants; follow national authority instructions. Seek 
medical advice if an infant vomits or has diarrhoea after a feed.

Coordination Rapid advice under time pressure to inform risk managers. Work with ECDC on 
clinical advice and with Member States on recalls.





IN DEPTH: NANOPARTICLES
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What’s "the question"? Are there nanoparticles in water and food; are they making me ill; and can I avoid 
them?

The evidence EFSA has followed nanotechnology since 2006 and assesses each use case by 
case (ingredients and food packaging). 

The uncertainty
High, but narrowing. Detection, characterisation and toxicological methods for very 
small particles are still maturing; EFSA’s nano guidance is being updated through to 
2029.

"What can I do about this?" Nothing for consumers to change today. The burden sits with applicants to provide 
the data, and with assessors to insist on it — no data, no authorisation.

Coordination Build understanding over time, update frequently, and address concerns as they 
arise.





IN DEPTH: INSECTS AS FOOD
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What’s "the question"? Is eating insects safe — and why would anyone want to?

The evidence
EFSA completed the first insect novel food evaluation in 2021; several products are 
now authorised. The main hazard is allergenicity — insect proteins, cross-reactivity 
with crustaceans and dust mites, and feed-borne allergens such as gluten.

The uncertainty Moderate. Data quality varies by applicant and species, and the whole insect is 
eaten — so microbiology and composition matter.

"What can I do about this?" Check the label if you have a shellfish or dust-mite allergy or if you simply do not 
want to eat insects. Freedom of choice.

Coordination
Keep the safety message separate from the acceptability debate — the ‘yuck factor’ 
is cultural, and attitudes shift with exposure. EFSA assesses; authorisation and 
labelling are for the Commission and Member States.



Episode 3 – Crunch time for 
insects



IN DEPTH: FOOD HYGIENE  
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What’s "the question"? Is the food I am about to eat going to make me sick or worse ?

The evidence Foodborne incidents in Europe

The uncertainty
We have a pretty good idea of microbiological safety risks and how to control them, 
at the various different points in the supply network, from production to storage and 
transport (temperatures), to manufacturing and catering (HACCP) and in the home.

"What can I do about this?" A lot !

Coordination Traceability requirements. Monitoring of foodborne outbreaks by Member States. 
New legislation on Whole Genome Sequencing data. Annual reports.





IN DEPTH: SUSTAINABLE DIETS
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What’s "the question"? What should I eat and what should I avoid to take good care of my family's health 
and the planet ?

The evidence Nutrition advice and sustainability advice overlap substantially — more plants, less 
waste, less over-consumption — but they are not identical, and trade-offs exist.

The uncertainty Hard-to-implement advice due to social norms, economic drivers and force of habit. 
The evidence base is fragmented across disciplines.

"What can I do about this?" Follow national dietary advice. Change shopping and eating choices and 
behaviours,where evidence is clear.

Coordination Be explicit about mandate boundaries: say which part is food safety, which is 
nutrition, and which is personal and political choice.







FACT: THE FUTURE OF RISK COMMUNICATION
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1 Findable
• Open-access mindset
• Clear sources and provenance
• Structured so AI tools can find, cite and attribute it

2 Accessible
• Plain language
• Multilingual reach through AI
• Layered formats: posts, infographics, summaries, 

full opinions

3 4Coordinated
• Monitor misinformation and narratives
• Explore pre-bunking; community engagement
• Regional co-development: International Social 

Sciences Liaison Group (ISSLG), 
International Risk Communication Liaison 
Group (IRCLG)

• Audience segmentation
• Personalised content
• Pre-testing and iteration — cautious use of 

synthetic personas

Tailored
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Something is  
about to hatch…



#NOBIRDFLU- PRODUCTS TRANSLATED IN 24 LANGUAGES



STAY CONNECTED

SUBSCRIBE TO
efsa.europa.eu/en/news/newsletters
efsa.europa.eu/en/rss
Careers.efsa.europa.eu – job alerts

FOLLOW US ON BLUESKY
@efsa.bsky.social
@efsa-animals.bsky.social @efsa-plants.bsky.social

FOLLOW US ON INSTAGRAM
@one_healthenv_eu

CONTACT US
efsa.europa.eu/en/contact/askefsa

FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN
Linkedin.com/company/efsa

LISTEN TO OUR PODCAST
Science on the Menu –Spotify, Apple Podcast and YouTube 
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