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Our experience from the pandemic in Norway does challenge some of the 
established principles for good risk communication

1. Presenting scientific evidence and letting people decide for themselves: 
We saw a huge popular demand for detailed instructions from public authorities

2. Principle of uniform messaging: 
Frequently changing advice, public disagreement among governmental advisers, 
and many spokesperson – has not seemed to erode trust or cause poor 
adherence

Two challenges to established risk 
communication principles



Roles and 
responsibilities

̶ NIPH is responsible for scientific 
advice

̶ Close collaboration with the 
Directorate of Health and the 
Ministry of Health

̶ Decisions were elevated to the 
Government from March 12th, 2020 

̶ Between science, policy and politics
̶ A big responsibility
̶ Advice and risk assessments

Foto: Eirin Larsen/Statsministerens kontor



Openness and 
scientific uncertainty

̶ We have actively disclosed our 
scientific advice, uncertainties, 
discussions and disagreements 
throughout the pandemic

̶ This includes situations in which the 
subsequent political decision differed 
from our recommendation

̶ The aim is to inspire trust in political 
and scientific authorities in the 
population

̶ A dilemma is that we may create 
confusion

NRK Debatten 7. mai 2020



When is openness
difficult?

̶ When scientists disagree
̶ In the zone between evidence and 

advice
̶ The message can be unwelcome
̶ When researchers who are not 

involved, contribute
̶ When the advisors to the 

government disagree
̶ When advisors and decision-makers 

disagree

Dagbladet.no, 23. mai 2021



Advice under 
uncertainty

Example from mathematical modelling:

̶ The results are most often uncertain 
and must be interpreted with caution

̶ In some countries/situations, results 
have been used too soon and 
unbalanced by both scientists and 
politicians

̶ Important to use modelling to show 
how quickly infection rates can rise

̶ We must recognize that researchers can 
make mistakes and give wrong advice

̶ Still, it is important and helpful to use 
scientific evidence, but we need a 
system that provides balanced 
interpretation

Source: Appendix to NIPH’s risk assessment for covid-
19; March 24, 2020

Predicted number of hospitalized patients until April 13



The message may be 
unwelcome

Tidsskrift for norsk legeforening, 29. januar 2020

The coronavirus epidemic will affect Norway 
(Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association –
29th Jan 2020)



When researchers not involved
in the pandemic response,

contribute

Debate in Aftenposten (newspaper)

• Above: Mass testing in schools does not reduce
transmission (Senior researcher at NIPH)

• Below: Regular testing is better than closed schools –
Outbreak group at NIPH



When the main advisors
disagree

Above: Directorate of Health has repeatedly questioned NIPH’s
knowledge about transmission among children and 
adolescents. NIPH is concerned that tendentious and alternative 
information about transmission among children has been circulating
among the management group at the Directorate of Health. 

Bottom: NIPH and Directorate of Health disagree whether ban 
on serving alcohol should continue. The NIPH is advising the
Government to repeal the national ban on serving alcohol. The 
Directorate believes the ban should continue for another 14 days.



When advisors and decision-
makers disagree

Dagbladet.no, 23. mai
Measures for vaccinated people: 

Disagreement since 4th May
Back on 4th May, the NIPH advised the Government to remove the requirement for 
quarantine hotels for people who are considered to be protected. The Government
has still not acted. (Dagbladet, 23rd May 2021)



Science and politics

̶ Scientific advice
̶ is not always good
̶ may be uncertain
̶ may differ
̶ is not always that scientific, but

rather more political
̶ is usually limited to the relevant 

field

About science and politics in the coronacrisis – and a small missing link
Kristin Clemet, April 13 2020 (our translation)

It is very important to pursue a knowledge-
based policy, but it is not sufficient only to 

pursue a knowledge-based policy.

”



The Covid year has exposed an even more important limitation of our scientific and 
technological power. Science cannot replace politics. When we come to decide on policy, 
we have to take into account many interests and values, and since there is no scientific 
way to determine which interests and values are more important, there is no scientific 

way to decide what we should do’.

Lessons from a year of Covid
Yuval Noah Harari, Financial Times, 26 February 2021

”
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https://www.ft.com/content/f1b30f2c-84aa-4595-84f2-7816796d6841



Close collaboration

̶ Better understanding of the need for 
advice based on science

̶ Science, policy and politics are most 
often intertwined

̶ Science does usually not provide a 
clear way forward, but can eliminate 
options and narrow down the field 
of possible decisions

̶ In practice: A scientific advisor needs 
to collaborate closely with 
decisionmakers in national crises in 
which there is great uncertainty

Foto: Heiko Junge – NRK/NTB



̶ Transparency and openness
̶ Scientific evidence

̶ Knowns and unknowns 
̶ Uncertainty
̶ Scenarios and predictions

̶ Advice
̶ Experience and experts
̶ Roles; decisionmakers and advisors

̶ Disagreement 
̶ Respect for others
̶ Ability to change
̶ Independence 

Key issues – from my experience





Risk communication

The real-time exchange of information, advice and opinions between 
experts or officials and people who face a threat (hazard) to their 
survival, health or economic or social well-being. 

Its ultimate purpose is that everyone at risk is able to take informed 
decisions to mitigate the effects of the threat (hazard) such as a 
disease outbreak, and take protective and preventive action.
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