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Guiding Questions & Purpose of Session

Goal: To support STAC members in communicating STAC efforts to non-technical 
audiences, especially policymakers.

1. How do policymakers and those who routinely interact with them characterize 
productive engagement with a scientist? What advice do they have?

2. What are STAC member perceptions about public engagement and 
communication mechanisms?

3. Addressing your requests from STAC survey
4. Provide insight, best practices, and resources for you to use after today
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Public Trust in Science
and Scientists- Nov 2023

Science is not immune to politics or 

a pandemic.

10 point drop between March 2016 

and October 2023



There is a big diff among party affiliation



sciencecounts.org



Science Counts: 2022 Study of Americans (External)

Motivations Barriers

Curiosity: Sparking imagination and 

sense of wonder

Logistics

Mastery: Gaining new knowledge and 

skills

Value Proposition

Joy: brings joy and makes me feel good Belonging

Connections: finding overlap with 

existing interests

Identity

I don’t 

have the 

time.

I find them 

boring

I feel uncomfortable 

asking questions about 

topics I don’t know 

much about, so I don’t 

enjoy the experience
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To provide insights and data to develop more effective public engagement activities



ScienceCounts and Alan Alda Center 2019 Study 
(Internal)
To assess U.S. scientists’ and STEM professionals’ perspectives on science 
communication, public engagement, and baseline attitudes regarding science 
and its interface with society. (pre-covid)

Study Questions

● HOW willing are scientists to take part in public engagement? 
● WHAT goals do scientists have for engagement? 
● WHAT kind of help do scientists want in communicating science effectively, and 

from whom? 
● WHAT scientific research institutions do scientists most trust to be non-political? 
● WHAT are views about basic research funding and the implications of possible 

cuts? 
● HOW do scientists describe their personal connections to science
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How willing are scientists to take part in public engagement? 

#1. Face-to-face engagement where you discuss science with adults who 
are not scientists (e.g., giving a public talk or doing a demonstration)

#2. Direct interaction with government policymakers (e.g., meeting with 
elected officials, government officials, lobbyists, etc.)

#3. Interviews with journalists or other media professionals

#4. Online engagement through websites, blogs, or social media

#5. Protests, direct advocacy, or demonstrations about science related 
policy

* N = 3,619; Scientists surveyed identified as liberal, conservative, student, full professor, or employee of university, ngo, corporation

Poll: National Perspectives



Poll: National Perspectives

What goals do scientists have for engagement?

#1. Ensuring policy makers use scientific evidence 

#2. Ensuring our culture values science

#3. Ensuring adequate funding for research

#4. Helping people use science to make better decisions

#5. Getting young people to choose careers in science

#6. Duty to society

#7. Strengthening professional reputation
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Poll: National Perspectives

What communication tactics are you less comfortable using? 

#1. To commit time to making sure that non-scientists feel like they 
are being listened to by the social community

#2. To try to organize a group of scientists to work together to send 
decision-makers a common message

#3. To publicly question the credibility of those who disagree with 
science consensus

#4. To commit to spending about 10% of their project budget to 
support communication efforts

#5. To try to get people angry about a science topic
greenfinstudio.com  |    hello@greenfinstudio.com



Adam Ortiz 
Regional Administrator

EPA Mid-Atlantic 

Mike Rolband Director 
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Virginia Sea Grant Program

Nikki Rovner
Associate State Director VA

The Nature Conservancy

Sarah Elfreth
Senator 

Maryland

Verna Harrison
Former Secretary

MD Department of 
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Ann Swanson
Former Director
Chesapeake Bay 

Commission

Policymakers: Perspectives
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Policymakers: Perspectives Takehomes

● Policymakers have to be generalists and must filter info through a political 

lens while balancing multiple, competing needs. Scientists are typically 

specialists. 

● They want hear from you and do value scientific expertise.

● Time is a limited resource - be brief, memorable, and clear on your 

intentions. 

● Be prepared for a two-way and ongoing conversation and have patience for 

incremental progress.

● Identify some leading questions in advance (e.g., how could my research 

influence the bill on X, would it be possible to propose new legislation that 

does Y)
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Understanding Local Leaders’ Priorities

Economy Public Health 
& Safety

EducationInfrastructure

Full Ecologix report    https://bit.ly/policy-communication
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www.protectlocalwaterways.org/
greenfinstudio.com

Tips for Engaging Municipal 
Leaders and Elected Officials

● Economic Development
● Public Health and Safety
● Infrastructure Maintenance 

and Finance
● Education

Cross-sector Concerns
● Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion; and 
● Climate Change

Messaging with Local Leaders

https://www.protectlocalwaterways.org/
https://www.protectlocalwaterways.org/


Policymakers: Process
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Policymakers: Process Takehomes 

● Establish relationships, credibility, and trust, particularly with key staff
● Process typically requires going above and beyond most tenure track position 

descriptions
● There are other, indirect ways to get your message out - garden clubs, civic 

organizations, etc.
● Understand their priorities to make connections
● Identify and work with associated groups to help carry and amplify your 

message
● Peer pressure doesn’t hurt (e.g., be better than Baltimore, hon; or LCWP)
● Look for reasons for follow up and continue the conversation - be responsive
● Delivery matters - practice, be nice, be respectful, don’t talk down
● Have patience and be prepared for the long haul process 
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Policymakers: Messaging
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Policymakers: Messaging Takehomes
● Be clear about pros and cons
● Learn about them and what they care about - locally 

relevant examples, words they care about
● Share your passion
● Don’t show your work! Conclusions over process. 

Never never never show a spreadsheet! 
● Engaging, beautiful, and brief products
● Tailor for your audience and meet them where they 

are 
● Acknowledge gaps between your priorities and theirs
● Repeat, repeat, repeat. Repeat main points a couple of 

times in a presentation or conversation 



Messaging 
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"If you can’t explain it simply, you
don't understand it well enough.” –
Albert Einstein



jargon | jar·gon | jär-gƏn | noun

1. the technical terminology or 
characteristic idiom of a special 
activity or group

2. Obscure and often pretentious 
language marked by circumlocutions*

and long words

*the use of an unnecessarily large number of 

words to express and idea
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Why do we use Jargon?
It makes communication between colleagues more efficient
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Why do we use Jargon? (the negative perspective!)

It’s the “Secret Handshake” of the Science community

“Expressing ideas in a jargon-filled 
complex manner aims to ‘exclude 
interlopers’- in other words, keep 
others out of the club.” – Lee 
(Forbes)

“Most science communication 
isn’t about persuading people; 
it’s self-affirmation for those 
already on the inside. Look at us, 
it says, aren’t we clever? We are 
exclusive, we are a gang, we are 
family.” – Grant (Guardian)
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Tips

● Think about the audience(s)
you are communicating with. 
Will they understand the 
words and phrases you are 
using?

● AGU suggests that scientists 
communicate at the 9th grade
reading level.



“If you want me to speak for only a 

few minutes, I’ll need a couple of 

weeks, but if you want me to speak 

for an hour, I’m ready right now.”



ABT Method

● And - But - Therefore
● Developed by Randy Olson*
● Introduces the idea of a 

narrative arc to a one sentence 
description

● Your message takes the form of 
a story

*borrowed from Trey Parker
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ABT Method

Policymaking often benefits from scientific information and
scientists have a wealth of that information and are willing to 
share it but they are sometimes unsure about how to 
effectively communicate with policymakers therefore STAC is 
hosting a science communication workshop. 
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ABT Method - your message in three acts

Policymaking often benefits from scientific information and
scientists have a wealth of that information and are willing to 
share it but they are sometimes unsure about how to 
effectively communicate with policymakers therefore STAC is 
hosting a science communication workshop.

Act I – We introduce some facts and 
set the story up

Act II – We introduce some conflict (all 
good stories have conflict!!)

Act III – We attempt to resolve the conflict 
(nothing is more frustrating than a story that 
doesn’t resolve the conflict!!)



BONUS: 
Now 

you have 
your 

elevator
Speech!



What are you currently working on? Create an ABT that encapsulates it. 

Activity #2- ABT Method 
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Guide to 1-pagers - Tips and Tricks

Your ABT is the overarching narrative

Use engaging visuals and as little text as possible

● ONLY relevant images
● NOT complicated graphs, 30 seconds or less

Instead of paragraphs, try lists 

● Improves skimmability and retention of your take home points

Include human-centric stories and/or pictures of people where possible

Call to Action
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Call to Action (The Ask)

What do you want your audience to do?

Examples include: visit a site or website, 
vote for or against something, join an 
organization, etc. - in the case of policy 
makers, the ask is likely to use your 
research to influence policy.

Make sure that you give them the 
information or tools to accomplish the ask!
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Green Fin’s Approach to a One-Pager

Choose the right colors 

Frame out the content

Make sure graphs have a clear purpose

Select relevant photos/graphics

● Potential sources: your own,  Chesapeake 
Bay Program’s Flickr, Integration and 
Application Network, etc.

Have others review

Making a color scheme

Core 
colors

Accent 
color

Theme: 
marshes
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Wireframing 101

Margin - keep 
text and the key 
parts of visuals at 
least 0.5” from 
the edge of the 
page



Chart Examples

Relationship

Comparison

Composition

Add visual interest without detracting 
from the message

Use the chart to show major findings 
(1-2 points only)
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Other visuals



Other Visuals

Data source: PennState Extension greenfinstudio.com  |    hello@greenfinstudio.com

https://extension.psu.edu/the-role-of-trees-and-forests-in-healthy-watersheds


Fact sheet examples



Fact sheet examples



Fact sheet examples



Fact sheet examples



Activity #3- One-pager Exercise

Using a blank piece of paper and a writing utensil, create a wireframe of a one-
pager that has boxes for text and visuals. Within the boxes, summarize what the 
text would say or what specific visuals you would want to include.

Start with your ABT!
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One-pager Exercise - Grading

Swap with a neighbor and score based on this checklist:

1. Catchy title +1
2. Photos +1 (if they’re of people, +1)
3. Graphic +1 (+1 if it is not a basic bar, pie, or line graph)
4. ABT +1
5. Bulleted or numbered list of take home points +1
6. Specific call to action +1
7. +1 for each priority you connect with (economy, infrastructure, health/safety, 

education)

Total possible points: 12
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What does success look like?
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Foundations of Success

● Using shared language
● Make connections to the policymaker’s priorities and district
● Interdisciplinary  - CESR
● Relationships of trust - CESR authors and relationship to Chesapeake Bay 

Commission
● Having each others’ backs 
● Repetition - Understanding of need to reduce nutrients
● Repeated conversations
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Examples of Science to Policy Success
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SCIENCE POLICY

Livestock and Streams EQUIP funding in Farm Bill and state budget 

support for fencing 

Phosphorus and Phosphate Management Phosphorus Management Tool (MD), phosphate 

detergent bans

Oyster Restoration Ariakensis research, aquaculture, sanctuaries, 

source/sink reef siting, etc.

CESR Whole Watershed Bill and sandboxing efforts

Microplastics Ban on microbeads, funding for research into 

microplastics

See CBC 2015 annual report as example https://www.chesbay.us/library/public/documents/Publications-

Annual_Reports/CBC-annual-report-2015-.pdf

https://www.chesbay.us/library/public/documents/Publications-Annual_Reports/CBC-annual-report-2015-.pdf
https://www.chesbay.us/library/public/documents/Publications-Annual_Reports/CBC-annual-report-2015-.pdf


DHW 4 June 2024

We came, we saw, we conversed…….

Lessons to Date on 
Communicating CESR



27
Tracked presentations by Stephenson & Wardrop pre-CESR publication (May 2023)



61
Tracked presentations by Stephenson & Wardrop to date since CESR publication; significant numbers by others 



The journey looked like this, but we often turn it into:

Let’s not do that



Push and Pull; Surround

Points of Change

• GITs/STAR/Advisory Committees

• Management Board/Principal’s Staff 
Committee/Chesapeake Bay Commission

• CBP Gatherings (SRS Biennial Symposium)

• Legislators

• Other NGOs

• General public (MPT)

• Other Advisory Committees

• University groups

• Bay Program Personnel (past and present)



Above the Line
What has mattered

• A process that engaged all of STAC (thank you Brian Benham) and had 60 contributors (STAC and beyond)

• A solution to keeping original three resource documents while writing a report that followed framing questions 
(thank you Leonard Shabman)

• Gave permission to speak freely

• A review process with multiple levels (USGS, NOAA)

• Courage to confront inconvenient truths while recognizing opportunity

• A professional communications team (thank you Green Fin Studios) and multiple medias

• A pre-release socialization of messages

• A willingness to constantly revise

• Most of all, CONTINUED AND SUBSTANTIVE ENGAGEMENT BY PAST AND PRESENT STAC MEMBERS



Below the Line

It’s all about the learnings

• Better highlighting of other STAC products (e.g., Rising Temps, Overcoming the Hurdles)

• Faster production of Report-in-Brief

• What CESR doesn’t say as it is what it does say

• Managing expectations

• An enormous investment of time not planned for



The Universe Provided
Fortunate circumstances

• Timing

• Ann Swanson and Senator Elfreth

• Champions in unexpected places

• Fresh leadership 

• A willing community



Five Take Home Points for Communicating with 
Policymakers

1. Identify your intent

2. Prepare for a marathon, not a sprint

3. Craft a frame
a. ABT tailored to your audience

b. Put people in the equation

4. Delivery matters
a. Concise, targeted, repeat what you want remembered

b. Leave info, bonus points for beauty

c. Credibility and a smile :)

5. Be responsive and follow up
a. Respond ASAP with any requested info

b. Include links and additional info judiciously 
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Selected Sources for Communication Inspiration

● Alan Alda Center for Communicating Science
● Alan Alda: If I Understood You, Would I Have This Look on My Face? 

Adventures in the Art and Science of Relating and Communicating
● AAAS on Engaging Policymakers Programs and Resources
● Randy Olson et al.:  Don’t Be Such a Scientists: Talking Substance in an Age of 

Style; Connection: Hollywood Storytelling Meets Critical Thinking; Houston, 
We Have a Narrative.

● Katharine Hayhoe: Talking Climate Newsletter and Saving Us: A Climate 
Scientist’s Cases for Hope and Healing in a Divided World book

● UMD Center for Environmental Science, Integration and Application Network
● Speaking of the Environment: What your science classes didn’t teach you 

about effective communication (Jasinski and Jasinski)
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https://aldacenter.org/
https://www.amazon.com/Understood-Would-Have-This-Look/dp/B06XNYPTJQ/ref=sr_1_1?crid=35KRQGPCTHU0H&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.onMFEhbecwVrf0bbXJdhaKRCs8eyo4XJFZKF4-GN2ZE0ME0lITho_hFMLw7KZlzl4gClbtWxvGuYsnfRtzF2Mse6g8KowFlXDgGcBozRdYkY1nHG0Ws4lcrgFps1a79R94tbkgUFBTpRzZ8WwxhHbzbqXLslxuK48nmuGItHc8Ozxydq6P7nFkqfHYZr6YC8sZVdstjZhpl6AWaD2Wx96zkEEWAivRwsrLVmTIIc7Kk._q3kVpDNTPjUdkbQZbE1eKmBQKnHeS-xq6E_Z5degUE&dib_tag=se&keywords=alan+alda+book&qid=1717174599&sprefix=alan+alda+book%2Caps%2C112&sr=8-1
https://www.aaas.org/page/engaging-policymakers
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Randy-Olson/author/B001V28I7S?ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true
https://www.talkingclimate.ca/
https://www.amazon.com/Saving-Us-Climate-Scientists-Healing/dp/1982143843/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1FGOVWLOFBARQ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.oEx7iQseMx6Ux0ahP9J-fOFww3rNPKqjU--MRtZRY2xAo125iFQbSuQSQn1BzTXyfTPxfkxKXoL3KsU8A-Mo5HHlOTXoF1kz2Zqd-hIoW2m8HAoKqGBoaeW1kEVkwVEepjPCHoPN_AB7ncK7uq2O9MF_j7sDC9p4U4R_iX7mTDlaoag9R8ZbhD0KxfExpaWPLRXfxLNwglHPOSKe_CfUVyeY7kCTQSluwgRvM2p2oJw.Plw8bJy52I-WY7D2r-qEz-obSxfUeGPop3TkKDioJHs&dib_tag=se&keywords=katharine+hayhoe&qid=1717174711&sprefix=katharine+hayh%2Caps%2C116&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Saving-Us-Climate-Scientists-Healing/dp/1982143843/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1FGOVWLOFBARQ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.oEx7iQseMx6Ux0ahP9J-fOFww3rNPKqjU--MRtZRY2xAo125iFQbSuQSQn1BzTXyfTPxfkxKXoL3KsU8A-Mo5HHlOTXoF1kz2Zqd-hIoW2m8HAoKqGBoaeW1kEVkwVEepjPCHoPN_AB7ncK7uq2O9MF_j7sDC9p4U4R_iX7mTDlaoag9R8ZbhD0KxfExpaWPLRXfxLNwglHPOSKe_CfUVyeY7kCTQSluwgRvM2p2oJw.Plw8bJy52I-WY7D2r-qEz-obSxfUeGPop3TkKDioJHs&dib_tag=se&keywords=katharine+hayhoe&qid=1717174711&sprefix=katharine+hayh%2Caps%2C116&sr=8-1
https://ian.umces.edu/
https://www.amazon.com/Speaking-Environment-Science-Effective-Communication-ebook/dp/B09NSZCDJW/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2M1GP8GV3FW02&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9._W8lSORWebfd0KReI6k0tdP6tGAgEjCZAoI0S-59IkS0iKNfiB3folCcg8vMucqZVMb9DrNBmXi5sOhMJUId7OYtsUjXuHjCWoMoc4hWRrwx_4fgWKX-eeTlfxnxOfkvyRtzYp14sjpcBiy-LUNWnhlXyFveZ336Mdq-YCCwIhhn9Ytr7uia3mAVl2WRwvsEQmV9aHzTNE_dnuMQueH2wDMHsVWHaBHJfuy03pEjsMU.DyXqMK2ldcj9D1giQfMB6Kq9hF239Gxkc826pIKznD8&dib_tag=se&keywords=speaking+of+the+environment&qid=1717443525&s=digital-text&sprefix=speaking+of+the+envi%2Cdigital-text%2C117&sr=1-1


Selected Sources for Visualization Inspiration 

● Books, TED Talks, etc. 
○ David McCandless - The Beauty of Data Visualization
○ Edward Tufte's book - The Visual Display of Quantitative Information
○ Hans Rosling - The best stats you've ever seen

● Green Fin Studio newsletter on data viz 
● https://www.nytimes.com/column/whats-going-on-in-this-graph
● Web Resources

○ Information is Beautiful 
○ Data Viz Catalogue 
○ IAN media library
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https://www.ted.com/talks/david_mccandless_the_beauty_of_data_visualization?utm_campaign=tedspread&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=tedcomshare
https://www.ted.com/talks/hans_rosling_the_best_stats_you_ve_ever_seen?language=en
https://us19.campaign-archive.com/?u=ffde99a5e8cbbef900d03ec2c&id=dcce30b93a
https://www.nytimes.com/column/whats-going-on-in-this-graph
https://informationisbeautiful.net/
https://datavizcatalogue.com/
https://ian.umces.edu/media-library/


COMMUNICATION CLINIC

Ask us your 
communication questions!
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