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SPECIAL MEETING ON EUROBAROMETER 2010  

AND INTERNATIONAL RISK COMMUNICATIONS CONFERENCE 
 

 
Meeting date: 22 January 2010 
Venue: Brussels  

 
MINUTES 

 
 
Chair:         Anne-Laure Gassin, EFSA Communications Director  
 
 
Present:   
 
Members of the Advisory Group on Risk Communications: 
                       Prof. Claude Fischler, CNRS Paris 

Prof. George Gaskell, London School of Economics 
Prof. Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida, University of Porto 

   
 
European Food Safety Authority: 

Christine Majewski, Strategy and Prospective Adviser 
Christoph Buller, Head of Public Information and Events 
Francesca Avanzini, Secretary to the Communications Director 

Observers: 
 
DG SANCO (present for discussion on Eurobarometer): 

Robert Vanhoorde, Head of Unit of Science and Stakeholder Relations 
Barbara Moretti, Press and Media Officer 
 

 
Apologies: Prof. Massimiano Bucchi, University of Trento 

Prof. Ragnar Löfstedt, King’s College London 
Prof. Ortwin Renn, University of Stuttgart 
Dr. Armin Spök, IFZ Graz 
  



1 Welcome and introduction 
 
The Chair, Anne-Laure Gassin welcomed participants to the meeting and mentioned that 
apologies had been received from Massimiano Bucchi, Ragnar Löfstedt, Ortwin Renn and Armin 
Spök. She introduced the new member Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida and gave the floor to 
participants to introduce themselves. 
 
 
2 Adoption of the agenda 
 
The agenda was adopted. 
 
 
3 Declarations of interest 
 
Specific DoIs for that meeting were completed. Anne-Laure Gassin thanked the new member, 
Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida, for having submitted the Annual DoI and asked her to fill in the 
Specific DoI for this meeting. 
 
 
4 Minutes of the previous meeting and matters arising 
 
Minutes of the previous meeting of the AGRC held on 19 October 2009 were adopted by written 
procedure. Anne-Laure Gassin indicated that at the last meeting of the AGRC members had 
suggested that a special meeting could be organised to address the topic of the international 
conference on risk communications; hence EFSA had undertaken to hold this meeting in 
January in order to facilitate discussion both on this topic and also on the development of a 
questionnaire for a new Eurobarometer on food-related concerns.    
 
Anne-Laure Gassin updated the group on EFSA’s activities relevant to the discussion. First she 
outlined the recent research carried out by an independent consultant to assess perception of 
EFSA target audiences regarding EFSA, its role, image, outputs etc. Full results of the study will 
be presented by the consultant at the AGRC to be held on 8 March.  She then mentioned the 
EFSA Journal launch in December 2009, which will enhance  the  visibility of EFSA’s scientific 
outputs and  EFSA experts amongst the scientific community. Claude Fischler asked if some of 
the outcomes of the AGRC could potentially be published on the EFSA Journal. The Chair 
replied that for the time being the EFSA Journal will only contain EFSA’s scientific outputs but 
consideration could be given to such contributions in future.   
 
 
5 International Conference on Risk Communications 
 
Christoph Buller introduced this item. He said that, in line with EFSA’s mission to become 
globally recognised as the EU key Risk Communication body, the conference would be an 
occasion to highlight EFSA’s role in risk communications. . He shared with the group a draft 
briefing on the key objectives and structure of the event and asked members to actively 
participate in the programme. The conference could take place in Brussels or Rome and would 
last up to two days: the first day would include a series of keynote speeches on various aspects 
of risk perception and communications aiming to reach high level players in risk analysis/risk 
communications; the second day would be a more technical workshop, divided in break-out 
sessions and designed to cater to the needs and interests of communications 



professionals/practitioners. . Claude Fischler suggested to include case studies on the agenda 
of the break-out sessions.  
 
Anne-Laure Gassin asked the other members to share what they saw as key topics where the 
conference could add value to the debate on Risk Communication. George Gaskell commented 
that the title of the conference should clearly indicate if the focus of the conference was on Risk 
Communications in general, or more specifically focused on food-related communications 
issues.  He suggested to involve social scientists in the conference programme.. Whilst he also 
recommended case studies,  he added  that they would benefit from being placed in a broader 
context, helping people to gain better understanding of the overall framework for risk 
communications.  His comments were welcomed by Claude Fischler who also stated that a 
focus on food would be beneficial as whilst there has been plenty of  conferences, journals and 
literature on risk perception in general, communications on food-related perception issues has 
been insufficient .  As food is at crossroads of many different fields and EFSA’s work is all about 
food, he suggested to focus on food and address this also in the title of the conference.. 
Christine Majewski approved his suggestion whilst Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida added that it 
could also be useful to focus on the need to promote healthier diets.  
 
Anne-Laure Gassin invited Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida to share her views on nutrition and its 
role in public health,  as it would be important to have a session on this. Participants discussed  
possible topics related to nutrition, diet and health including information and communications 
campaigns to promote healthy diets.  
 
Christoph Buller indicated that the session on communication and social sciences could be 
utilised to introduce the concept of “communication” and what it really means. George Gaskell 
suggested a suitable speaker for this topic and promised to come back with his contact details. 
He also proposed to include a specific session on information, labelling and consumers to 
address a wide range of themes, from policies to where/how these can impact on people’s  
behaviour. Claude Fischler agreed with this approach and suggested that the key message of 
the session could be to distinguish between what does not work and what is promising.  
 
Anne-Laure Gassin commented that the aim of the event was also to try to bring together the 
various actors involved in communications and to hear a diversity of views. In line with this 
George Gaskell made the point that this could be a conference for policy makers and 
recommended the presence and participation of stakeholders. 
 
Christoph Buller summarised the three main directions identified so far (i.e. social science 
framework, state of play; what is communications, case studies/best practice). He stated that 
EFSA’s ambition would be to hold the conference every two years and over time for this event to 
be regarded as the place where one comes to be updated on risk communications issues and 
developments.  George Gaskell suggested to set up a specific session on Emerging Risks.   He 
also outlined four possible academic papers which could  be developed for the section on social 
sciences (eg. what is communications; food and culture; fashion in risks; history of Risk 
Communication). 
 
Moving on to the Speaker committee, members were in favour of reaching out to experts beyond 
the EU, including representatives for instance from Brazil and other countries of Latin America, 
Japan and China.  Anne-Laure Gassin suggested involving experts from international 
organisations such as FAO.  Claude Fischler suggested to include the editor of a scientific 
journal such as Appetite.   
 



Anne-Laure Gassin suggested that EFSA could consider involving a scientific journal in view of 
possible production of a special issue of a journal on the conference like the special edition of 
Trends in Food Science & Technology published with articles submitted by speakers from the 
EFSA 5th Anniversary events.  Participants listed various suggestions (e.g.  Journal of Risk 
Research; Nature; Science; EFSA Journal; etc) and agreed to talk again about this issue when 
the programme would be more defined. 

 
Other proposals for the speaker committee came from Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida who had 
different contacts in Brasil and promised to come back with names. George Gaskell volunteered 
to liaise with the University of Capetown and suggested two possible speakers from the US.  
Christine Majewski added that she could provide contacts from UK, Canada, India and New 
Zealand.  
 
Anne-Laure Gassin outlined that a core group could be constituted for the speaker committee 
involving AGRC members and a few other individuals.   Once defined, the draft programme 
could then be circulated for input to a broader network. Other suggestions on the definition of the 
core group included involvement of the European Commission (DG SANCO, DG RTD..) and 
possibly international organisations.  
 
Finally, Christoph Buller asked participants to please send to him any further ideas on possible 
speakers. He also added that he would revise the draft programme before the next AGRC 
meeting in March. On timings George Gaskell commented that, as the conference is foreseen in 
mid 2011, the programme should be ready by June 2010. 
 
George Gaskell proposed that in order to allow sufficient time for discussion, both for the 
international conference and the Eurobarometer, the next meeting of the AGRC could be 
extended to a full day meeting. Anne-Laure Gassin agreed to this proposal and indicated that 
EFSA would advise other members in the hopes that they could adjust their schedules 
accordingly.  
 
 
6 Reconduction of Eurobarometer on food-related risks 
 
Anne-Laure Gassin introduced this item. She briefed the group that EFSA would be undertaking 
a Eurobarometer on food-related concerns, to provide EFSA with fresh data and information on 
trends further to that conducted in 2005. The Eurobarometer will be carried out by the 
Commission’s framework contractor, TNS.  Anne-Laure informed members that representatives 
of DG SANCO would be joining for the discussion on the questionnaire as the survey would be 
carried out in cooperation with them.  
 
She then gave the floor to Christine Majewski who presented the document on impact 
assessment discussed at the Management Board of December 2009. Christine Majewski 
clarified that this was a draft document outlining indicators that EFSA could follow to assess 
usefulness of its work for risk managers and more generally how EFSA’s work was contributing 
to overall consumer confidence.  Christine Majewski stated that the document would be taken 
back to the EFSA Management Board for endorsement and promised to come back to the 
AGRC when the paper would be finalised.  
 
Coming back to the survey, Christoph Buller informed members that in order to meet the timing 
for fieldwork (planned for May 2010), the questionnaire should be finalised and sent to TNS by 
the end of March.  He also highlighted that the report of the Eurobarometer would also include 



specific summaries of data presented by Member State, translated in the different languages of 
the EU to facilitate dissemination of results. On budget, Anne-Laure Gassin informed that the 
survey would be limited to forty-one question-units.  She thanked George Gaskell for having 
prepared a first draft questionnaire prior to the meeting and gave him the floor to present the 
paper. 
 
George Gaskell made the point that, as the questionnaire presented for discussion was too long 
he suggested to evaluate the questions presented using the scale essential, desirable and 
candidate for deletion.  
 
Going through the questionnaire, he suggested that Q1 which aims to assess how people feel 
about/relate to food—instead of being fielded as an open question-- could possibly be discussed 
in relation to a set of closed questions or statements.  This question had previously been 
handled as an open question but analysis of results proved difficult and George Gaskell 
commented that closed questions could also be adequate for key issues.  
 
Q2 - which aims to situate food-related concerns amongst other risks - was considered essential 
by all participants.  
EFSA participants indicated that perhaps we should integrate other types of risk such as 
economic insecurity and that points related to being victim to either crime or terrorism could be 
merged.   
 
Robert Vanhoorde and Barbara Moretti joined the group and were briefly updated on the status 
of discussions on the questionnaire. Participants then discussed Q4 where interviewees are 
presented with a closed list of possible food safety concerns and asked to indicate their level of 
“worry” about each item included.  Robert Vanhoorde inquired if  the interviews would be face-to-
face which was confirmed.  Participants discussed whether the fact that reference to “new flu 
viruses found in animals like bird flu” could  wrongly infer that such viruses could be transmitted 
through food.  Anne-Laure specified that the same terminology had been utilised in the 2005 
survey and that this had not led to misinterpretation in communications of results.   
 
Participants discussed whether chemicals (such as pesticides, pollutants, hormone residues etc) 
could be regrouped or not and whether an item should be added referring to nanotechnology.   
Maria Daniel Vaz de Almeida raised the issue that people are concerned also about the relation 
between diet and health and that would be worth reflecting these aspects also in the 
questionnaire.  
 
On Q6, which aims to assess levels of trust in the various actors which communicate on food 
risks, Robert Vanhoorde queried how responses could change from country to country and 
suggested to maintain European and national food safety authorities as one item. Discussion 
also ensued as to whether the survey should aim to assess possible differences in perception 
between fresh and processed foods. . 
 
The remainder of the questionnaire was discussed in depth. George Gaskell volunteered to 
capture all discussions and send back to participants a fresh copy for further input prior to the 
AGRC of 8 March.   
 
Anne-Laure Gassin thanked George and all participants for their contribution, advised that there 
would be further iterations and discussions via email on the questionnaire in view of submitting a 
new, consolidated draft to all members of the AGRC in advance of the 8 March 2010 meeting. 
She thanked all participants and closed the meeting. 


