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Abstract for Oral Presentation: 

A Multidisciplinary Approach to Improving Risk Communication in Patient Information 

Leaflets 

 

Patient Information Leaflets (PILs) that accompany medication provide important information 

about side-effects, correct dosage and what drug combinations to avoid, but they are often 

poorly received: a study commissioned by MHRA (2005), for example, highlights the 

communication of risk in PILs as an area that needs improvement. This can be explored by 

employing multidisciplinary methods, which draw on fields such as communication, risk 

reception and linguistics. I propose that one of the main reasons for the poor reception of PILs 

has to do with specific linguistic features in PILs. Using genre theory (Swales, 1990), I argue 

that PILs are ‘risk texts’, as they are characterised by a high concentration of warnings: this has 

also implications for ‘semantic orientation’ (Hatzivassiloglou and McKeown, 1997) at the 

lexical level. Linguistic features of risk are discussed in relation to risk framing (Tversky and 

Kahneman, 1986). I draw on psychological and cognitive models to account for the likely 

consequences of these features for risk reception. Most relevant here are psychological models, 

such as Sloman’s (1996) parallel processing systems, as well as the findings from neuroscience 

about the role of the amygdala in decoding ‘threat messages’ in texts (Isenberg et al., 1999). 

Identifying the problems involved in communicating about risk in PILs means that it is then 

possible to suggest strategies for improvement. (217 words) 
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