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Communication to the rescue
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“Effective communication is an essential part of science for at 
least two reasons. First, if nobody hears about your work, you 
might as well have never done it. And second, especially in 
today’s world, if you don’t communicate your research effectively, 
there are many people around who will communicate it for you, 
and when they do, it will probably be skewed in order to support 
whatever agenda they have.”

Randy Olson, Don’t Be Such a Scientist



“Tell better stories – and tell stories better.”

USGS Unified National External Communications Framework, 
2022
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Storytelling 101
And, But, Therefore (ABT) template:

( ) AND ( ),
BUT ( ),
THEREFORE ( ).

Randy Olson, Houston, We Have a Narrative
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The world is full of brilliant scientists AND their science is 
important for all kinds of societal needs,

BUT they don’t always know how to communicate 
effectively about their work,

THEREFORE we need science communicators who can 
tell people about their science in a way that is engaging 
and easy to understand.
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What’s your ABT?

( ) AND ( ),
BUT ( ),
THEREFORE ( ).
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Translator’s toolkit
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Tool #1: Web content

Clear

Concise

Compelling
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Tips and tricks at
www.plainlanguage.gov

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/


Plain language editing
Original:
“The Proxies Project is a four-
year effort (Federal fiscal years 
2021-2024) focused on 
developing models and technical 
approaches to better estimate 
concentrations and/or assess risk 
associated with three 
contaminant classes: harmful 
algal blooms (HABs), per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances 
(PFAS), and a suite of 12 
elements of concern (EoC).”
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Edited:
“The Proxies Project is a series of 
studies to improve our understanding 
of hazardous contaminants in water. 
These studies develop models and 
technical approaches for estimating 
concentrations and assessing risk for 
three types of contaminants: 
• harmful algal blooms (HABs)
• per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances 

(PFAS)
• 12 elements of concern (EoC)”



Original:
“For the purposes of this 
project, a ‘proxy’ (also known as 
a ‘surrogate’) is defined as 
measurement or model of a 
constituent or process that is a 
substitution (or set of 
substitutions) for the constituent 
or process of interest.”
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Edited:
“A ‘proxy’ (also known as a 
‘surrogate’) is a measurement 
or model of one thing that helps 
us understand some other thing 
that we’re interested in.”



Tool #2: Social media
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Key 
takeaway
FIRST

Background & methods 
SECOND
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Tool #3: Visuals

18Preliminary Information-Subject to Revision. Not for Citation or Distribution.
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Communications (plans) to the rescue
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Communications Goals What change do you want to see by communicating about 
your work? (increase awareness, change behavior, 
improve decision making…)

Target Audiences Who do you want to reach? Be as specific as possible.

Style, Tone, Language How can you communicate in a way that is understandable 
to your target audience and earns their confidence and 
trust?

Key Messages What are the 1-3 key takeaways about your work? Focus 
on the “so what.”

Tools What communication channels will be most effective for 
reaching your target audience? (social media, web 
content, newsletters, webinars…)

Assessing Success How will you evaluate if you communicated about your 
work effectively?



Example plan for Puerto Rican shoreline change
Communications Goals Increase awareness of risk and improve preparedness of 

Puerto Rican coastal communities

Target Audiences Puerto Rican residents living in coastal areas, local groups 
who issue weather alerts, decision makers for 
infrastructure development

Style, Tone, Language Spanish and English, not technical, warm but with 
authority

Key Messages More than two million Puerto Ricans live in coastal 
municipalities, with 50,000 people at risk of storm surge 
during a 100-year flood.

Tools Data portal for decision makers, storytelling website for 
residents with internet access, townhall meetings, flyers

Assessing Success Number of visits to data portal and website, attendance at 
meetings, feedback from residents and decision makers
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26https://geonarrative.usgs.gov/cambioscosterospuertorico/

https://geonarrative.usgs.gov/cambioscosterospuertorico/


What’s your communications plan?
Communications Goals What change do you want to see by communicating about 

your work? (increase awareness, change behavior, 
improve decision making…)

Target Audiences Who do you want to reach? Be as specific as possible.

Style, Tone, Language How can you communicate in a way that is understandable 
to your target audience and earns their confidence and 
trust?

Key Messages What are the 1-3 key takeaways about your work? Focus 
on the “so what.”

Tools What communication channels will be most effective for 
reaching your target audience? (social media, web 
content, newsletters, webinars…)

Assessing Success How will you evaluate if you communicated about your 
work effectively?
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to be a 
science communicator!



Where to learn more about USGS Water
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Web https://www.usgs.gov/wma

Blog https://waterdata.usgs.gov/blog/

Social media https://www.usgs.gov/mission-areas/water-
resources/connect/social

Data visualizations https://labs.waterdata.usgs.gov/visualization
s/vizlab-home

Water Science School https://www.usgs.gov/special-topics/water-
science-school

https://www.usgs.gov/mission-areas/water-resources
https://waterdata.usgs.gov/blog/
https://www.usgs.gov/mission-areas/water-resources/connect/social
https://labs.waterdata.usgs.gov/visualizations/vizlab-home
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topics/water-science-school


Thank you!
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Mandie Carr
Science Communicator
USGS Water Resources Mission Area
Boise, ID
ancarr@usgs.gov

mailto:ancarr@usgs.gov
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