
Communication 
Challenges of the 

Future: Recognition, 
Reconciliation, and 

Rewards 
 

 

Prof. Katherine A. McComas, Ph.D. 

Dept. of Communication, Cornell University 

 

21 September 2018 

ESFA Conference on Science, Food, Society 
Parma, Italy 



Recognition 

We cannot control the 
messages that audiences 

receive.  



Example: Lean Finely 
Textured Beef,  
a.k.a. Pink Slime 
• Used as beef filler for decades 

• Attention grew out of effort to 
eliminate E. Coli risk in beef by 
injecting with ammonia 

• Nicknamed “pink slime” by a 
former USDA meat inspector  

• 2009 New York Times article 
first mention of “pink slime” 
nickname, given by former 
USDA meat inspector 

• Picked up by Jamie Oliver in 
2011 

• In 2012, uproar to remove it 
from school lunches, fast food 
chains, etc. 





Multiple Sources/Channels 

• Official 
• Government agencies 

• Elected officials 

• First responders 

• NGOs 

• Physicians 

• Unofficial 
• Family members 

• Friends 

• Neighbors, other 
community members 

• News media 

• Web 
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Reconciliation 

Audiences are not passive 
recipients but active seekers 
and filterers of information. 
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Not Everyone 
Will Pay 
Attention 

• People are more likely to seek risk information and 
follow advice when they… 
• Recognize a gap in their knowledge, 

• Believe that people important to them would want them to 
know about the risk issue, 

• Believe they can access the information they need, and 

• Believe they can do something to solve the problem.  

 

• see, e.g., Yang et al., 2014; Dunwoody & Griffin, 2015; 
Witte, 1992 
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And When They Pay  
Attention… 

• They will filter information through  
• Heuristics and biases, including emotional responses; 

• Risk perceptions; 

• Prior beliefs about topic and source. 

 

 

• see, e.g., Koriat, Lichtenstein, & Fischhoff 1980; Kunda, 
1990; Nickerson, 1998; Slovic, 1987; Slovic et al., 2004; 
Taber & Lodge, 2006; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974; 
Weinstein, 1989 

 

 





Rewards 

More ways than ever 
before exist to 

communicate with 
audiences. 





Proceed with Caution 

• Technologies will continue 
to outpace our abilities to 
understand fully their 
potential benefits and 
harms. 

• Research is needed to 
understand potential 
unintended consequences 
of communication efforts 
on audiences. 
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Final Thoughts 

• Although the communication landscape of 21st 
century has fundamentally changed, some 
fundamentals of human communication have 
arguably remained constant… 
• There will typically be multiple messengers for any topic; 

• Not everyone will pay attention, and people that do will 
actively filter messages;  

• The most effective efforts to communicate will 
incorporate audience values, beliefs, and behaviors into 
their design and delivery.  

 


