
PUBLIC COMMUNICATION 

APPROACHES AT THE U.S. NRC



NRC OFFICE OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

• Supports the external communication needs of all NRC 

offices;

• Serves as primary contact with the media; 

• Develops and implements crisis communications 

strategies;

• Manages all the agency’s social media platforms;

• Produces a variety of products, including videos, 

backgrounders, brochures, posters, slide presentations, 

etc.
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WHO ARE WE? 

Director of OPA – David Castelveter

Senior Advisor – Holly Harrington

HQ

Public Affairs 

Officers (3)

Region I

Public Affairs 

Officers (2)

Region II

Public Affairs 

Officers (2)

Region III

Public Affairs 

Officers (2)

Region IV

Public Affairs 

Officer (1)

NRC CHAIRMAN

Public Affairs Officers have backgrounds in journalism, 

English or communication, and extensive experience in 

the news business.
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PUBLIC AFFAIRS APPROACH TO 

COMMUNICATING WITH EXTERNAL AUDIENCES

• Reflects and supports:

• NRC Mission 

• NRC Vision

• Principles of Good Regulation
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NRC MISSION

The NRC licenses and regulates the Nation’s 

civilian use of radioactive materials to provide 

reasonable assurance of adequate protection of 

public health and safety, and to promote the 

common defense and security, and to protect the 

environment. 
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NRC VISION

States in part: “To be successful, the NRC must 

not only excel in carrying out its mission but must 

do so in a manner that engenders the trust of the 

public and stakeholders. 
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PRINCIPLES OF GOOD REGULATION

• Independence: Nothing but the highest possible standards of 
ethical performance and professionalism should influence 
regulation. 

• Openness: Nuclear regulation is the public’s business, and it 
must be transacted publicly and candidly. 

• Efficiency: The highest technical and managerial competence is 
required and must be a constant agency goal. 

• Clarity: Regulations should be coherent, logical, and practical. 
Agency positions should be readily understood and easily 
applied. 

• Reliability: Regulations should be based on the best available 
knowledge from research and operational experience. 
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PUBLIC AFFAIRS ACTIVITIES

• Public Affairs anticipates issues of public/media interest;

• Prepares news releases; fact sheets, backgrounders, some 

brochures, web content, letters to the editor, op-eds etc.;

• Holds press conferences  and media briefings;

• Responds to media and public inquiries in a timely, 

professional manner; 

• Prepares key messages and taking points on controversial 

issues to best represent the NRC’s position; and

• Develops and maintains relationships with media and the 

public.

All are guided by openness, transparency, and building public confidence.
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PROVIDING TOOLS FOR EFFECTIVE 

EXTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS

• NRC staff and managers can interact directly with the 

media and the public, but public affairs recommends 

coordinating these interactions with public affairs 

officers;

• Public affairs in headquarters and four NRC regions 

help the staff prepare for effective engagement with 

external audiences;

• Public affairs staff help agency managers prepare for 

controversial or hostile media/public interactions.
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MANAGING SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

• Public affairs manages the social media platforms;

• Monitors social media (social media listening);

• Responds to some online comments;

• Creates Facebook, Twitter and YouTube content;

• Creates synergy between social media platforms and 

the NRC website; and

• Assesses additional platforms, though none 

anticipated being added at this time.
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SOCIAL MEDIA STATS
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• Twitter: Launched in 2011, more than 9,600 

followers and nearly 3,500 tweets sent

• Facebook: Went live in 2014, approximately 

6,000 likes and 800 posts

• YouTube: First video published in 2011, 

200+ videos posted with more than 

255,000 views



CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS: 

SITUATIONS WE PREPARE FOR

• Nuclear power plant safety issues

• Nuclear power plant security issues

• Large material theft/diversion/loss

• “Dirty” bomb

• Bird flu/pandemics

• Natural disasters

• Continuity of Operations

• International events
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CRISIS COMMUNICATION GOALS

• Convey the status of the crisis and our actions 

to protect people and the environment;

• Reduce uncertainty and dispel rumors to 

minimize public panic;

• Underscore NRC professionalism and credibility; 

Reassure employees, lawmakers, the public            

and stakeholders that the situation is                  

being handled appropriately.
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CRISIS COMMUNICATION PHILOSOPHIES

• The concept of “people first” should motivate 

communication actions;

• Verified information must be released as quickly 

as possible, even if all details are not yet known; 

• Open, prompt information from the beginning 

protects credibility and creates a positive initial 

image; 

• Information must be in simple language and 

repetitive over multiple media 

platforms/products.
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PHILOSOPHIES (CONTINUED)

• Erroneous information not corrected 

immediately becomes “common knowledge” 

so monitoring the media and responding 

rapidly to correct mistakes is vital; 

• In an national incident, there will be many 

“voices” in the media. NRC’s public affairs 

discusses only NRC-related issues.

Unspoken: Staffing challenges will force us to 

prioritize strategies. 
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CRISIS COMMUNICATION TOOLS

• Press releases, media bridge, interviews, press 

conferences (White House, Joint Information Center, site)

• Emergency Event Web page and Rumor Control page

• Public Inquiry Desk

• Social media 

• Backgrounders and Question and Answers 

• Nuclear Power 101 for Media (Kid’s Site)

• Op-Eds, trade press articles, public meetings, etc.

• Third-party voices
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CRISIS COMMUNICATION LESSONS LEARNED

• Staffing is always going to be a challenge;

• We will never have enough information to meet demand;

• It’s easier to turn engineers into press people than outside 

non-agency public affairs officers into nuclear spokespersons;

• Social media is a benefit and a challenge;

• Leverage partners to talk to the media (especially trade 

associations/academics, etc.);

• The public and most media don’t understand nuclear;

• Do not underestimate the public’s ability to overestimate risk;

• Stay in your lane (focus on the NRC’s actions).
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