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Section I: Why the Message Box?
Welcome!

The Message Box on Twitter! 

If	you’re	reading	this,	you’re	probably	interested	in	how	you	can	share	your	science	with	the	rest	of	the	
world.	Too	o<en,	scien=fic	knowledge	is	locked	up	in	professional	journals	because	scien=sts	tradi=onally	
haven’t	been	trained	to	communicate	effec=vely	beyond	their	peers.	Communica=ng	in	peer-reviewed	
journals	or	technical	reports	is	an	important	part	of	science.	But,	if	you	want	your	work	to	be	relevant	to	
non-scien=fic	audiences—from	journalists,	to	policymakers,	to	members	of	your	community,	or	others—
you	need	to	think	differently	about	how	you	communicate.	To	help	you	dis=ll	the	complexity	of	your	
research	in	a	way	that’s	meaningful	for	your	par=cular	audience,	we’re	excited	to	share	our	most	
fundamental	tool,	the	Message	Box.	

This	decep=vely	simple	tool	is	incredibly	versa=le.	It	can	help	you	prepare	for	interviews	with	journalists	
or	employers,	plan	a	presenta=on,	outline	papers	or	lectures,	prepare	grant	proposals,	or	explain	what	
you	do	and	why	it	maIers	to	family	and	friends.		

As	a	pioneer	in	the	prac=ce	of	science	communica=on,	COMPASS	has	successfully	trained	thousands	of	
scien=sts	from	a	wide	range	of	disciplines	and	ins=tu=ons,	inspired	journalists	to	create	and	sustain	
coverage	of	science-related	topics	previously	not	on	the	public	radar,	and	facilitated	connec=ons	between	
scien=sts	and	policymakers	that	have	enriched	policy	dialogues	in	meaningful	ways.	Working	with	us,	
scien=sts	have	shaped	the	public	discourse	on	key	issues	such	as	ocean	acidifica=on,	fisheries,	water	
security	in	the	American	West,	wildfire,	ecosystem-based	management,	and	more.	Although	COMPASS	
focuses	largely	on	the	environmental	sciences,	the	Message	Box	is	a	useful	tool	for	any	scien=st	seeking	to	
dis=ll	what	they	do	and	why	it	maIers	for	a	par=cular	audience.	

Making	your	research	accessible	and	relevant	takes	effort,	but	no	one	is	beIer	equipped	to	do	it	than	you.	
Your	passion,	experience,	and	exper=se	are	unique	to	you	and	policy	makers,	managers,	journalists,	and	
society	want	to	hear	from	you!	We	hope	that	this	workbook	will	help	you	build	strong	communica=on	
skills,	achieve	meaningful	engagement,	and	ar=culate	messages	that	will	resonate	with	your	audiences.
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Section II: What is the Message Box?
The	Message	Box	is	a	tool	to	help	you	siS	through	the	mountain	of	informaUon	you	hold	in	your	head	about	

your	work	and	idenUfy	the	essenUal	nuggets	for	your	chosen	audience.	The	Message	Box	consists	of	five	

secUons	to	help	you	sort	and	disUll	your	knowledge	in	a	way	that	resonates	with	your	audience.	It's	flexible,	

so	you	can	use	it	for	a	wide	variety	of	purposes	and	audiences.	It's	based	on	the	scienUfic	underpinnings	of	

how	to	communicate	effecUvely.		

There	isn’t	a	right	or	wrong	way	to	use	the	Message	Box,	though	some	approaches	will	work	be]er	for	

certain	audiences.	It's	also	important	to	know	that	the	Message	Box	isn’t	a	linear	process;	you	can	start	in	

any	secUon	that	makes	sense	to	you,	and	work	from	there.	The	important	thing	is	to	get	started!	

But	before	you	begin	working	on	your	own	Message	Box,	it’s	helpful	to	understand	a	few	key	principles	of	

science	communicaUon.	

First,	your	audience—whether	a	journalist,	a	policymaker,	a	room	of	colleagues	at	a	professional	meeUng,	or	

a	class	of	second-graders—doesn’t	have	deep	knowledge	of	your	subject	ma]er.	But	that	doesn’t	mean	you	

should	explain	everything	you	know	in	a	fire	hose	of	informaUon.	In	fact,	cogniUve	research	tells	us	that	the	

human	brain	can	only	absorb	three	to	five	pieces	of	informaUon	at	a	Ume.1	So	prioriUze	what	you	share	

based	on	what	your	audience	needs	to	know.	Your	goal	as	you	fill	out	your	Message	Box	is	to	idenUfy	the	

informaUon	that	is	criUcal	to	your	audience—what	really	ma]ers	to	them—and	share	that.	EffecUve	science	

communicaUon	is	less	about	expounding	on	all	the	exciUng	details	that	you	might	want	to	convey,	and	more	

about	knowing	your	audience	and	providing	them	with	what	they	need	or	want	to	know	from	you.		

Second,	effecUve	science	communicaUon	requires	recognizing	the	differences	between	how	scienUsts	

tradiUonally	have	been	taught	to	communicate,	and	how	the	rest	of	the	world	communicates.	In	fact,	

scienUfic	papers	and	presentaUons	generally	follow	a	different	format	than	most	other	types	of	

communicaUon.	In	a	scienUfic	paper,	you	establish	credibility	in	the	introducUon	and	methods,	provide	

detailed	data	in	results,	and	then	share	the	significance	of	your	work	in	the	discussion	and	conclusions.	But	

the	rest	of	the	world	leads	with	the	conclusions,	because	that's	what	people	want	to	know.	What	are	your	

findings	and	why	is	this	relevant	to	them?	In	other	words,	what’s	your	bo]om	line?	

Scientists

Background

Methods

Results

Others

Results

So What?

Background

The scientific method of presenting 
information, versus what non-
scientists want to know. Adapted 
from Escape from the Ivory Tower:       
A Guide to Making Your Science Matter, 
by Nancy Baron (Island Press, 2010).
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Distichopora robusta sp. nov., the ¢rst shallow-water stylasterid
(Cnidaria: Hydrozoa: Stylasteridae) from the tropical

eastern Paci¢c

Alberto Lindner*, Stephen D. CairnsO$ and Hector M. GuzmanP

*Department of Biology, Duke University, Box 90338, Durham, NC, 27708, USA. E-mail: alberto.lindner@duke.edu
ODepartment of Zoology, NMNH, Smithsonian Institution, PO Box 37012,W-329, MRC-0163,Washington, DC, 20013-7012, USA.

E-mail: Cairns.Stephen@NMNH.SI.EDU. PSmithsonianTropical Research Institute, Box 2072, Balboa, Panama.
E-mail: guzmanh@naos.si.edu. $Corresponding author.

Distichopora robusta, the ¢rst shallow-water stylasterid coral from the tropical eastern Paci¢c, is described
from the west coast of Panama. The new species is distinguished from all species of Distichopora described
thus far by having robust branches and poorly de¢ned pore rows.

INTRODUCTION

Stylasterid corals comprise about 250 species, making
them the second largest group of calci¢ed cnidarians,
only the Scleractinia having more species (i.e. 1500;
Cairns, 1999; Cairns et al., 1999). They are distributed
worldwide in both deep and shallow-water marine
environments, but most species occur in water depths
of 200^500m (Cairns, 1984, 1992). Among the tropical
shallow-water species, currently assigned to either
Stylaster or Distichopora, most form branching, fan-like
colonies 5 to 25 cm tall and are remarkable for their
bright colours, including violet, red, yellow and
orange. These shallow-water species are abundant
mostly in the Indo-West Paci¢c, with only two
species!Stylaster blatteus (Boschma, 1961) and Stylaster
rosaceus (Gree¡, 1886)!occurring in the eastern
Atlantic and a single species!Stylaster roseus (Pallas,
1766)!found in the western Atlantic.

The ¢rst descriptions of shallow-water stylasterids were
those of the western Atlantic Stylaster roseus and the Indo-
Paci¢c Distichopora violacea (Pallas, 1766). Subsequently,
about a dozen additional shallow-water species of
Distichopora were described for the Indo-West Paci¢c. This
number was greatly reduced by Boschma (1959), who
recognized only four valid shallow, Indo-Paci¢c species of
Distichopora (plus two doubtful species). The most wide-
spread of these is D. violacea, ranging from the Red Sea,
Seychelles, East Africa, through the Indian Ocean to the
central Paci¢c. Thus far, only for the eastern Paci¢c have
tropical shallow-water stylasterid corals not been
described.

Here, we describe Distichopora robusta sp. nov., the ¢rst
tropical shallow-water stylasterid coral from the eastern
Paci¢c. Collected o¡ the coast of Panama, this new
species has robust branches and lacks well-developed pore
rows, the latter feature traditionally considered as the most
important diagnostic characteristic of Distichopora (Cairns,
1983).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Colonies of Distichopora robusta sp. nov. were collected
at depths of 5 to 25m on the south side of Isla Jicarita,
Gulf of Chiriqui, western coast of Panama. Colonies
were preserved in 95% ethanol or kept dried, and were
studied using methodology as described by Cairns
(1983). The abbreviations used are: MZUSP (Museu de
Zoologia da Universidade de Sa‹ o Paulo, Sa‹ o Paulo,
Brazil); RMNH (Naturalis, Nationaal Natuurhistorisch
Museum, Leiden, the Netherlands); USNM (National
Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC, USA).

SYSTEMATICS
Class HYDROZOA

Order FILIFERA

Superfamily HYDRACTINOIDEA

Family STYLASTERIDAE Gray, 1847
Genus Distichopora Lamarck, 1816

Distichopora robusta sp. nov.
(Figures 1 & 2)

Type material
Holotype: female colony, 14 cm wide, dried, and scan-

ning electron microscope (SEM) stubs 1066^1067 (south
side of Isla Jicarita, Gulf of Chiriqui, Panama; water
depth: *12m) [USNM 1020570]. Collected by Hector
M. Guzman, 29 August 2002.

Paratypes: male colony, dried (south side of IslaJicarita,
Gulf of Chiriqui, Panama; water depth: 5^25m) [RMNH
Coel. 32150]. Collected by Carlos A. Guevara, 7 February
2003. Female colony, dried (south side of Isla Jicarita, Gulf
of Chiriqui, Panama; water depth: 5^25m) [MZUSP
467]. Collected by Carlos A. Guevara, 7 February 2003.

Additional paratypes: 3 male and 3 female colonies,
dried, SEM stubs 1068^1070, and 33 fragments in ethanol
(south side of Isla Jicarita, Gulf of Chiriqui, Panama;

J. Mar. Biol. Ass. U.K. (2004), 84, 943^947
Printed in the United Kingdom

Journal of the Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom (2004)

Title 
Abstract 

Background 
Methods 
Results 

Discussion 
Conclusion 

Translating the research paper format into a Message Box to distill your science. 

“One day I will find the right words, 
and they will be simple.”

- Jack Kerouac, Novelist
(from The Dharma Bums)

“One should use common words 
to say uncommon things.”
- Arthur Schopenhauer, Philosopher

And	fourth,	always	avoid	jargon.	Jargon	is	precise,	but	to	those	outside	of	your	discipline,	it	might	as	well	

be	a	foreign	language.	Jargon	gets	in	the	way	and	excludes	people	from	your	meaning.	Even	if	you	try	to	

define	key	terms	throughout	your	discussion,	you’ll	quickly	exceed	the	three	to	five	pieces	of	

informaUon	your	audience	can	readily	grasp	at	a	Ume.	Then,	every	Ume	you	repeat	the	terms,	your	

audience	will	be	several	steps	behind	you,	trying	to	translate	unfamiliar	words,	rather	than	focused	on	

the	message	you	want	to	convey.	

So	how	does	the	Message	Box	work?	We’ll	walk	through	each	secUon	of	the	box	below,	using	a	Message	

Box	developed	during	our	training	and	coaching	of	biologist	Kathy	Zeller.	ASer	discussing	each	secUon	of	

Kathy’s	Message	Box,	we’ll	then	share	examples	of	Message	Boxes	prepared	by	other	scienUsts	we’ve	

worked	with.

Third,	many	scienUsts	believe	that	if	they	simply	

share	what	they	know	with	nonscienUsts,	they’ll	

convince	them	to	change	their	views,	including	

on	issues	such	as	climate	change,	vaccinaUon,	

or	other	topics.	But	research	in	the	field	of	

science	communicaUon	demonstrates	that	

simply	sharing	more	scienUfic	informaUon	

doesn’t	change	minds,	aitudes,	or	behaviors.	

Instead,	people	interpret	informaUon	through	

the	lens	of	their	own	values	and	cultural	

idenUUes,	and	will	reject	informaUon	that	they	

feel	is	threatening	to	those	values.2	In	this	

workbook,	we’ll	discuss	how	to	frame	your	

messages	in	ways	that	will	resonate	with	your	

chosen	audience.

2NaUonal	Academies	of	Sciences,	Engineering,	and	Medicine.	2016.	CommunicaUng	Science	EffecUvely:	

A	Research	Agenda.	Washington,	DC:	The	NaUonal	Academies	Press.	doi:	10.17226/23674.
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Although	we’ll	work	through	each	secQon	piece-by-piece,	the	
Message	Box	isn’t	a	linear	process;	you	can	start	in	any	
secQon	that	makes	sense	to	you,	and	work	from	there.	Don’t	
expect	your	first	dra]	to	be	your	final	dra];	people	o]en	
start	out	providing	too	much	detail	in	each	secQon,	and	then	
refine	and	disQll	secQons	with	each	new	version.	Through	
each	iteraQon,	you	will	make	choices	about	what’s	most	
important,	and	whicle	away	at	the	language	unQl	it	succinctly	
captures	the	key	messages	that	you	want	to	convey	about	
your	work.	By	the	end	of	the	process,	you	should	have	no	
more	than	a	few	lines	for	each	secQon.	

“Any intelligent fool can make things 
bigger, more complex, and more 
violent. It takes a touch of genius—
and a lot of courage to move in the 
opposite direction”

- Ernst F. Schumacher, Economist

But	there	is	one	cri-cal	first	step:	you	have	to	idenQfy	your	audience.	Avoid	using	‘the	general	public’	as	
your	audience:	the	general	public	is	comprised	of	many	different	groups	of	people,	with	different	interests	
and	moQvaQons	and	values.	We	also	commonly	encounter	scienQsts	who	idenQfy	that	their	audience	is	
the	problem.	It	goes	without	saying	that	this	is	not	usually	the	most	producQve	path	to	relevance	and	
conversaQon.	The	bocom	line	is	who	are	you	trying	to	communicate	with?	Why?	What	do	they	care	
about?	

For	some	of	you,	your	audience	is	crystal	clear.	Maybe	you	want	to	reach	journalists	who	can	help	raise	
public	awareness?	Or	policymakers	who	would	benefit	from	your	experQse?	Or	resource	users	whose	
livelihoods	will	be	affected?	Or	concerned	ciQzens	who	should	know	about	impacts	to	their	communiQes?	

In	order	to	find	the	“So	what?”	of	your	work,	you	need	to	focus	on	the	parQcular	audience	you	want	to	
communicate	with,	and	gear	your	Message	Box	to	what	macers	to	them.

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?Benefits?

Go to  
page 11

Go to 
page 14

Go to 
page 16

Go to  
page 12

Go to 
page 10 

Audience: Identify first!
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Section III: The Message Box—Section by Section
Kathy	Zeller	was	a	Ph.D.	candidate	focused	on	conserva:on	biology	at	the	University	of	Massachuse?s	at	
Amherst	when	she	first	worked	on	a	Message	Box	with	COMPASS.	By	then,	she	was	already	an	expert	on	
large	cat	species	and	their	habitat	needs.	Having	grown	up	in	densely	populated	Connec:cut,	she	first	
became	fascinated	with	conserving	open	landscapes	as	a	field	technician	in	Alaska	aLer	finishing	college.	
That	fascina:on	prompted	her	to	pursue	a	Master’s	Degree	at	the	University	of	Montana.	She	spent	the	
next	few	years	modeling	how	jaguars	move	through	landscapes,	and	how	best	to	connect	their	different	
habitats	to	one	another.	As	solitary	top	predators,	jaguars	need	to	cover	a	lot	of	ground	to	find	mates	and	
sufficient	prey,	and	they	tend	to	avoid	human	contact.	Kathy	worked	with	the	conserva:on	groups	Wildlife	
Conserva:on	Society	and	Panthera	to	help	them	establish	habitat	corridors	for	jaguars	throughout	Central	
and	South	America	and	protect	the	species	throughout	its	range.		

But	she	was	also	troubled.	Her	work	during	this	:me	raised	a	lot	of	ques:ons	about	how	habitat	
connec:vity	was	being	modeled	by	most	biologists.	Kathy	sensed	that	those	models	weren’t	really	
capturing	the	way	animals	move	across	landscapes.	So	she	decided	to	pursue	a	Ph.D.	to	explore	and	
iden:fy	more	effec:ve	ways	to	model	corridors.	While	she	found	her	Ph.D.	research	rewarding,	she	
discovered	that	she	missed	applying	her	work	directly	to	real-life	conserva:on	problems.	“I	felt	somewhat	
isolated	in	the	ivory	tower,”	she	said.	And	so	she	applied	to	the	Switzer	Environmental	Fellowship	Program,	
a	leadership	and	communica:on	training	program	funded	by	the	Robert	&	Patricia	Switzer	Founda:on,	to	
reconnect	with	the	applied	biology	network.	As	part	of	that	Fellowship,	Kathy	worked	with	COMPASS	in	
Washington,	D.C.	to	learn	how	to	communicate	her	science	more	effec:vely	with	policymakers.	That’s	
when	she	first	developed	a	Message	Box.			

To	iden:fy	a	meaningful	audience	for	her	science,	Kathy	contacted	people	she	knew	in	conserva:on	
groups.	She	learned	that	Congressman	Don	Beyer	of	Virginia	was	interested	in	developing	legisla:on	to	
address	wildlife	habitat	needs,	and	arranged	a	mee:ng	with	two	of	his	staff.	Her	first	Message	Box	reflects	
her	ini:al	a?empt	to	dis:ll	the	science	of	conserva:on	corridors	for	the	Congressman	and	his	staff	in	a	way	
that	would	mo:vate	ac:on	and	guide	the	development	of	effec:ve	legisla:on.

FYI  
There are several blank Message Boxes at the end of this workbook 
for you to practice with as you work through the workbook. For an 
editable PDF version, visit us online at www.COMPASSscicomm.org. 
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As	you	can	see,	Kathy’s	Ini$al	Message	Box	has	a	lot	of	detail.	But	working	on	her	Message	Box	prompted	
her	to	iden:fy	key	informa:on	from	the	scien:fic	literature	that	she	realized	the	Congressman	would	be	
interested	in,	such	as	the	amount	of	habitat	lost	each	year	and	the	costs	associated	with	inac:on.	She	got	
the	staff’s	a?en:on,	and	that	first	mee:ng	led	to	a	lot	of	follow-up	communica:on	with	the	
Congressman’s	office.	They	asked	Kathy	for	addi:onal	informa:on,	such	as	a	summary	of	conserva:on	
benefits	based	on	current	scien:fic	understanding.	She	worked	to	frame	her	material	in	ways	that	would	
resonate	with	the	Congressman’s	cons:tuents	by	including	informa:on	relevant	to	the	Appalachian	Trail	
that	runs	through	Virginia’s	Blue	Ridge	Mountains.

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?

Benefits?

Staffers	in	Rep.	Beyer’s	officeAudience:

- The	old	paradigm	of	wildlife	conserva:on	-	where	protected	areas	are	established	and	wildlife	is	considered	‘conserved’	-	fails	to	adequately	
protect	many	species	-	we	have	the	tools	to	fix	this	issue

- Under	the	specter	of	con:nued	land	cover	changes,	the	maintenance	of	biodiversity	and	ecological	processes	will	depend	on	
rigorously	defined	protected	area/corridor	networks	at	regional	and	con:nental	scales

- This	is	especially	true	under	a	changing	climate.	It	has	been	shown	that	wildlife	are	shiLing	
their	ranges	at	a	rate	3x	previously	thought	(11	miles	further	N.	every	decade	=	equivalent	to	
the	world’s	animals	slowly	shiLing	20cm	north	every	hour	to	escape	warmer	weather)	 - By	not	accoun:ng	for	connec:vity	

between	protected	areas,	many	
species	of	wildlife	will	become	
endangered	-	adding	to	an	already	
overburdened	ESA/USFWS	and	
making	the	ESA	even	more	
conten:ous	than	it	already	is	

- For	example,	my	disserta:on	work	is	focused	on	
mountain	lions	in	southern	California.	This	is	one	of	the	
most	populated	areas	in	the	country	with	a	projected	
human	popula:on	of	40	million	people	by	2050.	
Mountain	lions	here	are	gelng	hammered	by	roads	
and	human	development.	In	fact,	my	popula:on	is	one	
of	the	most	isolated	in	the	US	and	is	showing	troubling	
signs	of	inbreeding.	We	are	scrambling	to	iden:fy	and	
restore	connec:ons	to	this	popula:on,	when,	if	some	
forethought	and	planning	was	done	as	development	
was	increasing,	this	situa:on	could	have	been	avoided.	
This	is	one	example	of	one	popula:on	and	one	species,	
just	mul:ply	this	across	the	country	and	#	of	species	
and	you	can	start	to	see	what	a	problem	this	can	
become.	And	how	a	visionary	corridors	plan	at	the	
na:onal	level	would	be	key.	Healthy	popula:ons	less	
likely	to	get	into	conflict	with	people	

- Another	example	that	may	hit	closer	to	home	-	our	
kitchens	and	human	health	is	of	pollinator	species.	By	
not	providing	connec:vity	for	these	species	it	can	
hinder	the	maintenance	of	wild	plant	diversity,	narrow	
ecosystem	stability,	and	reduce	crop	produc:on.	
Pollinators	contribute	more	than	24	billion	$$	to	the	
US	economy.	It	has	been	shown	that	providing	just	one	
strip	of	pollinator	vegeta:on	can	promote	their	
movement	between	crops	and	foster	pollina:on.	

- A	single,	na:onal	plaoorm	to	assess	natural	areas,	wildlife	
connec:vity,	and	ecosystem	health	across	the	na:on	

- Iden:fying	corridors	in	a	na:onal	context	and	having	legisla:on	in	
place	that	will	help	to:		

1. iden:fy	corridors	in	a	na:onal	context	regardless	of	poli:cal	
boundaries	or	jurisdic:ons	

2. designate	lands	as	a	“corridor”		
3. project	and	manage	lands	as	corridors		

- A	review	of	25	years	of	peer-reviewed	ar:cles	revealed	that	the	most	
frequent	recommenda:on	for	protec:ng	biodiversity	is	improved	
connec:vity	to	ensure	species	can	move	and	adapt	in	response	to	
climate-induced	changes.	

- Currently,	land	is	being	lost	at	a	rate	of	2	
million	acres/year	-	larger	than	RI	+	DE	-	
help	us	stem	the	:de	of	rampant,	
thoughtless	development	and	make	
development	and	species	conserva:on	go	
hand	in	hand		

- Being	more	effec:ve	at	wildlife	conserva:on	
preserves	our	natural	heritage	and	will	only	
increase	the	$145	billion	in	revenue	that	
comes	from	hun:ng,	fishing,	and	wildlife	
viewing.		

- Prevent	costly	process	of	lis:ng	species	and	
designa:ng	cri:cal	habitat.	Reduces	
poten:al	conflict	between	land	owners	and	
gov’t,	between	wildlife	and	landowners.	
Increases	governmental	efficiency.		

- Brings	gov’t	into	21st	century	of	wildlife	
conserva:on	by	being	proac:ve,	providing	
corridors,	and	helping	species	in	the	face	of	
climate	change

Importance	of	wildlife	
corridors

Biologist Kathy Zeller’s Initial Message Box
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Several	months	aLer	Kathy’s	mee:ng	with	his	staff,	Congressman	Beyer	introduced	the	Wildlife	
Corridors	Conserva:on	Act.	The	bill	incorporated	several	key	components	that	Kathy	had	outlined,	
including	establishing	a	na:onal	database	on	protected	areas	and	habitat	corridors,	and	direc:ng	
government	agencies	to	work	together	to	establish	corridors.	By	then,	Kathy	had	become	a	post-
doctoral	researcher	at	San	Diego	State	University	Founda:on.	She	drew	on	her	Message	Box	to	craL	a	
le?er	addressed	to	members	of	Congress	that	was	signed	by	a	dozen	prominent	conserva:on	biologists,	
reitera:ng	her	main	points	and	urging	support	for	the	legisla:on.	And	she	worked	with	COMPASS	to	
refine	her	Message	Box	further.	Her	Refined	Message	Box	(below)	dis:lls	the	science	further	and	frames	
it	in	ways	that	can	engage	a	wide	range	of	congressional	interests,	not	just	Congressman	Beyer’s.

Biologist Kathy Zeller’s Refined Message Box

In	the	discussion	below,	we’ll	walk	through	each	sec:on	of	the	Message	Box	using	Kathy’s	Ini$al	and	
Refined	Message	Boxes	as	an	example,	highligh:ng	how	each	sec:on	helps	sort	complex	informa:on	
and	how	each	itera:on	of	the	Message	Box	helps	dis:ll	the	message	further,	increasing	its	effec:veness.	
Working	on	your	Message	Box	never	really	ends—it’s	an	ongoing	process	that,	over	:me,	reveals	the	
essence	of	what	you	want	to	convey	in	a	way	that	connects	with	your	intended	audience.	

Members	of	Congress	&	their	staffAudience:

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?
Benefits?

- Many	species	of	wildlife	in	the	US	are	declining		
- The	US	loses	about	2	million	acres	of	natural	land	per	year	-	larger	
than	the	states	of	Rhode	Island	and	Delaware	combined.	This	loss	
fragments	wildlife	habitat	and	inhibits	wildlife	movement.		

- Wildlife	do	not	observe	poli:cal	boundaries,	yet	federal,	state,		
tribal,	and	local	agencies	don’t	coordinate	land	use	decisions.	

- Wildlife	provide	recrea:onal,	
aesthe:c,	spiritual,	and	economic	
value	to	Americans	and	support	
healthy	ecosystems.	Each	year,	
wildlife	viewing,	hun:ng,	and	
fishing	pump	over	$145	billion	
into	the	US	economy.	

- Wildlife	survival	depends	on	day-
to-day	movements,	seasonal	
migra:on,	or	the	shiL	of	a	
species’	geographic	range	in	
response	to	climate	change.	

This	includes	species	such	as	
elk,	pronghorn,	mountain	

lions,	salmon,	and	
more.	

- Congress	should	pass	the	Wildlife	Corridors	Conserva:on	Act	to	create	
a	na:onal	geographic	informa:on	system	with	maps	to	iden:fy	and	priori:ze	
natural	corridors	for	wildlife	and	to	require	all	relevant	federal,	tribal,	state,	
and	local	government	agencies	to	coordinate	on	land	use	decisions.	

- 25	years	of	scien:fic	research	indicates	that	
connec:ons	between	natural	areas	is	crucial	
for	wildlife	movement	and	longterm	survival.

Conserving	wildlife	
corridors	

- Conserve	wildlife	and	the	
mul:ple	values	they	provide	by	
allowing	movement.	

- Prevent	species	from	becoming	
endangered	to	avoid	costly	
recovery	efforts	in	the	future.		

- Reduce	wildlife-vehicle	collisions		
- Increase	revenue	from	wildlife	
viewing,	hun:ng,	and	fishing.	
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The Issue
The	Issue	sec*on	in	the	center	of	the	box	iden*fies	and	describes	the	overarching	issue	or	topic	that	
you’re	addressing	in	broad	terms.	It’s	the	big-picture	context	of	your	work.	This	should	be	very	concise	

and	clear;	no	more	than	a	short	phrase.	You	might	find	you	revisit	the	Issue	aEer	you’ve	filled	out	your	
Message	Box,	to	see	if	your	thinking	on	the	overarching	topic	has	changed	since	you	started.		

FAQ for The Issue? How	broad/narrow	is	too	broad/narrow?		
The	Issue	needs	to	be	broad	enough	to	encompass	the	key	points	you	want	to	get	

across,	but	specific	enough	that	it	sets	up	what’s	to	come.		
My	research	is	only	one	small	part	of	this	topic.	Is	that	okay?		

Yes.	PuJng	your	work	into	the	broader	context	helps	you	to	take	a	step	back	and	

ar*culate	the	other	parts	of	the	Message	Box	and	why	they	should	maKer	to	your	

audience.	It	can	also	help	guide	you	as	you	work	through	the	Message	Box.	OEen,	one	

piece	of	the	Message	Box	will	feel	very	clear,	the	others,	maybe	not	so	much.	So	taking	

a	broader	view	and	thinking	about	the	na*onal	or	interna*onal	context	can	be	helpful.		

Why	does	word	choice	ma=er?		
The	Issue	can	cue	or	‘frame’	the	rest	of	your	Message	Box,	so	while	it	seems	very	

simple,	it’s	s*ll	important	for	signaling	the	scale,	severity,	or	significance	of	your	

message.		

In	Kathy’s	example,	using	the	word	“conserving”	in	her	Refined	Message	Box	in	place	of	

“the	importance	of”	in	her	Ini(al	Message	Box	provides	a	liKle	more	specificity	about	

what	she	wants	to	say.	That	is,	she’s	going	to	discuss	how	to	conserve	these	corridors	

for	wildlife,	not	just	why	they	are	important.
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The Problem
The	Problem	is	the	chunk	of	the	broader	issue	that	you’re	addressing	in	your	area	of	exper9se.	It’s	your	
piece	of	the	pie,	reflec9ng	your	work	and	expert	knowledge.	Think	about	your	research	ques9ons	and	
what	aspect	of	the	specific	problem	you’re	addressing	would	maCer	to	your	audience.	The	Problem	is	also	
where	you	set	up	the	So	What	and	describe	the	situa9on	you	see	and	want	to	address.			

In	Kathy’s	example,	she	included	a	fair	bit	of	factual	detail	in	her	Ini$al	Message	Box,	but	much	of	it	
focused	on	the	solu9on	she	was	proposing,	before	she	had	clearly	spelled	out	the	problem.	In	her	Refined	
Message	Box,	she	spelled	out	the	basic	problem	first—that	wildlife	are	declining—and	then	listed	two	key	
points	about	why	that	was	happening	that	relate	to	her	Issue	of	wildlife	corridors.

FAQ for the Problem? What’s	the	difference	between	the	Problem	and	the	Issue?		
The	Issue	box	provides	the	broader	context	and	sets	the	stage,	while	the	Problem	
box	is	more	focused	and	specific	to	your	work	or	research	ques9on.	The	Issue	box	
is	helpful	for	providing	context	and	indica9ng	how	the	Problem	you’ve	iden9fied	
fits	into	the	bigger	picture.				

What	if	there’s	more	than	one	Problem?		
There	might	well	be	more	than	one	Problem	that	you’re	seeing—the	world	is	
complex	and	nuanced.	And	some	problems	have	several	key	components.	
Consider	whether	you	need	to	talk	about	two	problems	with	this	audience.	If	one	
of	these	problems	is	more	urgent	or	important	than	the	other,	use	that	as	your	
main	problem,	and	spend	less	9me	on,	or	leave	out,	the	second	problem.	We	
generally	recommend	focusing	on	just	one	problem	per	audience,	but	it	all	
depends	on	the	context.	If	this	is	a	situa9on	where	you	feel	you	can	include	more	
informa9on,	give	it	a	try.	But	be	judicious	and	mindful	of	what	will	be	relevant	
and	useful	to	the	audience	you’re	targe9ng.		

How	can	I	find	the	Problem?		
For	many	scien9sts,	the	Problem	is	their	research	ques9on.	A	problem	might	also	
reveal	itself	through	a	troubling	trend	in	the	data,	or	a	situa9on	that	will	have	a	
nega9ve	effect	on	people	or	the	environment.	

Reminder!  
There are more examples 
of the MB in use at the 
end of this workbook!



�12

The So What
The	crux	of	the	Message	Box,	and	the	cri8cal	ques8on	the	COMPASS	team	seeks	to	help	scien8sts	answer,	
is	“So	what?”		

Why	should	your	audience	care?	What	about	your	research	or	work	is	important	for	them	to	know?	Why	
are	you	talking	to	them	about	it?	The	answer	to	this	ques8on	may	change	from	audience	to	audience,	
and	you’ll	want	to	be	able	to	adjust	based	on	their	interests	and	needs.	We	like	to	use	the	analogy	of	
puMng	a	message	through	a	prism	that	clarifies	the	importance	to	different	audiences.	Each	audience	will	
be	interested	in	different	facets	of	your	work,	and	you	want	your	message	to	reflect	their	interests	and	
accommodate	their	needs.	The	prism	below	includes	a	spectrum	of	audiences	you	might	want	to	reach,	
and	some	of	the	ques8ons	they	might	have	about	your	work.

Does this support my agenda? Do my constituents care?

What will it cost - time, effort, money? Who supports this?

How does this fit our agenda?

Is it groundbreaking? It is robust? How does it 
affect my work?

Is it news? Will it sell? Is it a good story?

Does this fit within our portfolio?

Po
licy

make
rs

Mana
ger

s

NGOs

Scientists

MediaFoundations
Conc. Citizens

How does this affect safety/health, livelihoods and 
natural resources?

So What?MESSAGE

The “So What?” Prism. Adapted from Escape from the Ivory Tower:  A Guide to Making Your Science Matter, 
by Nancy Baron (Island Press, 2010). 

Instead	of	simply	dispensing	knowledge,	try	to	understand	the	people	you	are	talking	to	by	asking	
ques8ons	and	learning	more	about	what	is	important	to	them.	This	also	helps	you	to	know	which	aspects	
of	your	research	are	most	relevant	to	them,	and	what	you	should	priori8ze	as	you're	sharing	your	work.	
Every	audience	interprets	informa8on	through	their	own	lens.	Understanding	that	lens	will	help	you	
frame	your	message	as	effec8vely	as	possible,	so	that	your	audience	to	takes	home	the	message	you	
want	to	convey.	Asking	yourself	a	few	key	ques8ons	can	help.	For	example:	What	outlets	does	the	
journalist	write	for	and	what	angle	does	she	typically	take?	Is	the	policymaker	an	elected	official	who	
answers	to	cons8tuents,	or	an	agency	official	who	must	respond	to	specific	legisla8ve	mandates?	What	is	
the	focus	or	mission	of	this	organiza8on	or	agency?	What	cultural	issues	do	you	need	to	consider	when	
addressing	communi8es	and	concerned	ci8zens?
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“It takes a great man to be a 
good listener.”

- Calvin Coolidge, 30th President 
of the United States    

Remember,	communica8on	is	a	two-way	street.		
It’s	not	about	perfec8ng	a	monologue.	Effec8ve	
communica8on	requires	listening	to	your	audience,	
understanding	their	concerns	and	having	a	
conversa8on.	A	conversa8on	can	help	you	discern	
the	So	What	that	ma]ers	most	to	them	and	frame	
your	message	in	a	way	that	will	resonate	with	
them.	In	some	cases,	those	conversa8ons	can	
shape	the	research	ques8ons	you	choose	to	ask	
down	the	road.

FAQ for So What? Can	I	include	more	than	one	reason	to	care	in	my	So	What?	
Yes.	Just	be	sure	to	keep	each	example	succinct,	and	remember	to	s8ck	to	three	to	five	
ideas	total.		

How	can	I	be	sure	my	audience	will	care	about	my	work?	
Do	some	research	on	your	audience	to	gain	insight	on	what	aspects	of	your	work	will	be	
relevant	to	them.	But	it’s	helpful	to	remember	that	most	audiences	will	not	be	as	
interested	in	the	scien8fic	or	theore8cal	aspects	of	your	work,	and	certainly	not	the	
details	and	nuances.	They	are	typically	more	interested	in	prac8cal	applica8ons—what	
might	your	results	mean	for	livelihoods,	health,	well-being,	or	security?	Consider	how	
your	work	can	affect	their	lives—if	not	now,	then	in	the	future—and	how	you	might	
appeal	to	their	hearts	as	well	as	their	minds.	Sharing	your	own	passion	for	your	work,	
and	why	you	care,	can	oben	help	you	reach	others.	

What	if	I’m	doing	basic	research?	
If	your	audience	is	other	scien8sts,	then	adding	to	the	scien8fic	founda8ons	of	your	
field	might	be	the	primary	relevance	of	your	work.	If	your	audience	is	non-scien8sts,	
then	consider	what	aspects	of	your	work	might	resonate	with	them.	Those	aspects	
might	include	some	of	the	prac8cal	applica8ons	of	your	work	that	could	emerge	in	the	
future.	Or	it	might	address	how	increasing	our	understanding	of	X	could	lead	to	be]er	
understanding	of	Y—assuming	that	Y	is	something	that	resonates	with	your	audience.	
Alterna8vely,	you	might	emphasize	the	awe-factor	of	your	work,	what’s	new	about	it,	or	
how	it	changes	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Do	you	have	a	discovery	to	share	that	
would	be	amazing	and	inherently	interes8ng	to	an	audience	of	non-scien8sts?	It’s	
important	to	be	mindful	of	what	your	audience	cares	about—how	can	you	connect	with	
what	they	value,	their	concerns,	or	their	hopes	for	the	future?	The	bo]om	line	is	to	find	
the	intersec8on	between	what	you	care	about	and	what	your	audience	cares	about.

Reminder!  
There are 
more 
examples of 
the MB in 
use at the 
end of this 
workbook!

In	Kathy’s	Ini$al	So	What	she	includes	a	lot	of	detail,	such	as	sta8s8cs	on	human	popula8on	growth	in	
one	region	of	the	country,	inbreeding	in	mountain	lions,	the	issue	of	land	use	planning,	a	variety	of	
impacts	on	pollinators,	and	some	acronyms	that	her	audience	might	not	understand.	The	essence	of	why	
her	audience	should	care	can	get	lost	in	the	details.	In	her	Refined	So	What,	Kathy	makes	two	main	
points:	that	wildlife	are	important	and	that	their	survival	depends	on	their	ability	to	move	across	
landscapes.	In	discussing	why	wildlife	are	important,	she	frames	her	message	in	a	way	that	includes	a	
diverse	range	of	values	that	members	of	Congress	and	their	cons8tuents	might	care	about,	including	
economic,	recrea8onal,	aesthe8c	and	spiritual.	

“It takes two to speak the truth—
one to speak and another to hear.”

- Henry David Thoreau, 
Naturalist and Writer
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The Solution
The	Solu%on	sec*on	outlines	the	op*ons	for	solving	the	problem	you	iden*fied.	When	presen*ng	possible	
solu*ons,	consider	whether	they	are	something	your	audience	can	influence	or	act	upon.	And	remind	
yourself	of	your	communica*on	goals:	Why	are	you	communica*ng	with	this	audience?	What	do	you	want	
to	accomplish?	

In	Kathy’s	Ini$al	Message	Box,	she	lists	several	components	needed	in	na*onal	legisla*on	to	create	wildlife	
corridors,	and	refers	to	the	large	body	of	scien*fic	literature	indica*ng	that	corridors	are	necessary	for	
wildlife	survival.	Kathy’s	Refined	Message	Box	reflects	not	only	her	work	on	refining	her	message,	but	also	
events	that	occurred	aKer	her	ini*al	mee*ng	with	Congressman	Beyer’s	staff	on	Capitol	Hill;	namely,	the	
introduc*on	of	legisla*on.	In	her	Refined	box,	Kathy’s	audience	is	a	more	general	congressional	audience—
typically	very	busy	people	dealing	with	dozens	of	issues	simultaneously,	with	limited	*me	to	grasp	complex	
concepts.	She	men*ons	the	science	suppor*ng	the	need	for	the	bill,	and	then	simply	urges	her	audience	to	
support	the	introduced	bill	with	a	brief	descrip*on	of	what	it	would	do.

FAQ for The Solution? How	many	ideas	should	I	have	in	the	Solu%on	sec%on?		
There	may	be	several	ideas	you	want	to	include—just	make	sure	that	they	are	all	
relevant	to	the	par*cular	audience	and	the	specific	problem(s)	you	are	addressing,	and	
are	stated	succinctly.	But	remember,	the	Message	Box	is	intended	to	help	you	priori*ze	
what	is	most	important	to	convey,	so	think	hard	about	that.	Also	consider	whether	
your	Problem	statement	is	too	broad	and	could	be	more	specific.	In	some	cases,	
revisi*ng	the	Problem	statement	can	help	narrow	down	the	focus	of	the	topic	and	
what	needs	to	be	done	to	address	it.		

How	do	I	handle	the	issue	of	advoca%ng	for	a	par%cular	solu%on?			
Whether	you	want	to	advocate	for	a	par*cular	solu*on	or	course	of	ac*on	is	a	deeply	
personal	choice.	In	some	scien*fic	fields,	advoca*ng	for	a	specific	posi*on	is	common	
prac*ce.	In	others,	it	raises	concerns	that	advocacy	could	undermine	scien*fic	
objec*vity	or	credibility.	Deciding	to	advocate	for	a	given	solu*on	depends	on	the	
audience,	your	professional	role,	and	the	context	in	which	you’re	presen*ng	your	
informa*on.	Have	you	been	asked	by	decision-makers	to	share	your	professional	
judgment?	Is	a	par*cular	solu*on	cri*cal	to	solving	the	problem?	How	important	is	the	
problem?	

In	the	side-by-side	MB	example	from	Kathy	Zeller,	she	chose	to	advocate	for	na*onal	
legisla*on	because	she	considered	that	solu*on	necessary	to	solve	the	problem.	
However,	many	problems	can	be	addressed	in	ways	that	don't	involve	changes	in	
public	policy.	Word	choice	maZers	here,	too.	Without	sugges*ng	that	a	par*cular	
ac*on	"should"	be	taken,	you	can	help	decision-makers	evaluate	op*ons,	and	use	if/
then	statements	to	describe	the	likely	consequences	of	a	given	ac*on.	For	example,	"If	
this	ac*on	is	taken	(or	not	taken),	then	this	is	the	expected	outcome."	This	helps	
expand	the	range	of	possible	solu*ons	for	decision-makers	to	consider.
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FAQ for The Solution? What	if	the	only	Solu%on	that	I	can	think	of	is	simply	more	research?		
The	solu*on	in	some	cases	might	simply	be	to	obtain	a	greater	understanding	of	
X,	Y,	or	Z.	But	in	many	cases,	having	this	as	your	only	Solu%on	is	an	indica*on	that	
the	Problem	statement	or	the	So	What	needs	further	dis*lla*on.	Consider	
whether	either	(or	both)	of	these	sec*ons	are	too	in-the-weeds	of	your	scien*fic	
discipline,	and	aren’t	framed	as	topics	that	maZer	in	people’s	lives.	Try	to	rework	
them	to	make	sure	that	they	are	relevant	to	your	audience.		

What	if	my	Solu%on	doesn’t	really	impact	the	Problem?	
If	your	Solu%ons	don’t	relate	to	the	Problem	you	iden*fied,	then	either	adjust	the	
Problem	or	adjust	the	Solu%on	so	that	they	do	relate.	Some	ques*ons	to	consider	
include	whether	your	Problem	and	Solu%on	points	are	opera*ng	at	the	same	
scale	(i.e.,	if	the	problem	is	that	wildlife	aren't	able	to	move	vast	distances	across	
the	country	due	to	barriers,	but	your	solu*on	is	to	have	town	hall	mee*ngs	in	
only	one	state,	you	would	need	to	adjust	the	scale	of	your	suggested	solu*on).	
Another	ques*on	to	consider	might	be	whether	your	Solu%on	is	specific	enough,	
or	if	it	is	stated	too	vaguely	to	actually	solve	the	Problem.
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The Benefit
In	the	Benefit	sec,on,	you	list	the	benefits	of	addressing	the	Problem—all	the	good	things	that	could	
happen	if	your	Solu.on	sec,on	is	implemented.	This	,es	into	the	So	What	of	why	your	audience	cares,	but	
focuses	on	the	posi,ve	results	of	taking	ac,on	(the	So	What	may	be	a	nega,ve	thing—for	example,	
inac,on	could	lead	to	consequences	that	your	audience	cares	about).	If	possible,	it	can	be	helpful	to	be	
specific	here—concrete	examples	are	more	compelling	than	abstract.	Who	is	likely	to	benefit,	and	where,	
and	when?	

Kathy’s	Ini$al	Benefit	sec,on	lists	mul,ple	benefits	of	crea,ng	corridors	across	the	country	for	wildlife.	But	
she	also	includes	some	informa,on	that	outlines	the	problem	(that	is,	the	loss	of	natural	areas	across	the	
country).	In	her	Refined	Message	Box	she	moved	that	important	informa,on	about	habitat	loss	to	the	
Problem	sec,on	to	help	establish	her	So	What.	Her	Refined	Benefit	sec,on	provides	less	detail.	She	can	
always	add	that	detail	back	in	during	discussions	with	members	of	Congress	and	their	staff	if	she	discovers	
she	has	,me.	But	her	Message	Box	helps	her	dis,ll	her	key	points	down	to	their	essence,	so	she	knows	
what	main	points	she	wants	to	hit.	

FAQ for The Benefit? My	So	What	is	similar	to	the	Benefits.	Is	that	a	problem?	
No	that’s	not	a	problem.	The	Message	Box	is	a	sor,ng	tool	to	help	you	decide	what	is	
most	important.		You	may	end	up	with	only	three	key	messages,	or	even	less.	It’s	not	
about	filling	the	boxes,	it’s	about	deciding	what	is	the	most	important	thing	to	say,	
out	of	all	the	things	you	could	say.	If	the	So	What	and	Benefit	are	similar,	that’s	fine.	
But	make	them	relevant	to	your	target	audience.		

What	if	the	only	Benefit	I	can	think	of	applies	to	future	researchers?			
That’s	fine,	if	your	audience	is	scien,sts	who	are	interested	in	long-term	benefits	for	
research.	For	an	audience	of	non-scien,sts,	though,	try	to	think	about	how	your	
research	could	connect	back	to	the	So	What.	If	this	was	basic	research	that	told	you	
something	new	about	the	world,	consider	the	applica,ons	down	the	road	that	this	
audience	might	care	about,	or	why	these	discoveries	might	connect	with	them	
emo,onally.		

How	do	I	avoid	over-promising	the	Benefit?			
OUen,	societal	and	environmental	benefits	accrue	through	a	combina,on	of	efforts,	
approaches,	and	solu,ons.	Your	work	might	only	be	one	part	of	that	larger	solu,on.	
It’s	okay	to	iden,fy	the	larger-scale	benefits	your	work	will	contribute	to.	Just	make	it	
clear	that	the	solu,ons	you’ve	iden,fied	are	only	one	piece	of	the	puzzle.	You	might	
also	revisit	your	Problem	statement	and	make	sure	that	it’s	appropriately	scaled	for	
the	Solu.on	iden,fied.	If	necessary,	you	can	include	qualifiers	such	as	“could,”	
though	be	prudent	with	your	caveats	and	only	use	them	when	you	really	have	to.	
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General Message Box FAQ

How	long	do	people	typically	spend	craDing			
their	Message	Boxes?	

It	varies.	CraUing	an	effec,ve	Message	Box	is	
an	itera,ve	process.	You	might	start	with	the	
three	to	five	pieces	of	informa,on	that	you	
think	are	most	important	in	each	sec,on,	and	
then	boil	it	down.	That	dis,lla,on	can	come	
from	conversa,ons	with	your	intended	
audience—what’s	resona,ng?	What	do	you	
now	be[er	understand	about	their	interests	
and	values?	Or	it	could	come	from	peer	
feedback.	Each	person's	experience	is	unique	
and	might	change	depending	on	how	
controversial	the	issue	is,	the	audience	they	
want	to	address,	and	what	they	hope	to	
accomplish	by	communica,ng	their	science.

? How	do	I	know	when	my	Message	Box	is	done?		
A	Message	Box	doesn’t	really	ever	get	finished;	it	just	keeps	evolving	to	suit	your	needs.	The	
Message	Box	principles	are	easy,	but	it	takes	,me	to	develop	messages	that	will	work	for	you	
and	your	audiences.	Ul,mately,	you	want	to	pare	down	your	ideas	so	that	each	sec,on	is	a	
few	clear	sentences.	If	you	s,ll	have	a	paragraph,	keep	working	to	refine	your	messages,	and	
they	will	evolve	and	get	be[er	over	,me.	Remember,	the	“So	what?”	can	vary	depending	on	
what	each	audience	cares	about.	This	can	influence	the	problems	you	iden,fy,	the	solu,ons	
you	highlight	and	the	benefits	you	emphasize.	Once	you	feel	you	have	dis,lled	your	message	
down	to	its	essence,	work	on	taking	your	message	to	the	next	step	by	making	it	memorable	
(see	page	18).

Crafting a Message Box is often an iterative 
process. Tessa ultimately completed four 
iterations of her box for this interview. 

How	many	Message	Boxes	do	I	need	to	do?	
One	for	each	audience!	Different	audiences	
have	different	interests,	needs,	and	values.	
You’ll	want	to	reflect	that	in	your	messages.
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Section IV: Making Your Messages Memorable
Think	of	the	Message	Box	as	a	framework.	It	allows	you	to	focus	on	what’s	most	important	and	what	will	

resonate	with	your	audience.	But	once	you’ve	got	a	clear	message,	you’ll	want	to	add	flesh	to	those	

bones.	How	do	you	take	the	essenEal	ideas	and	make	them	memorable	and	compelling	to	your	

audience?	Consider	anecdotes,	examples,	metaphors,	sound-bites,	and	facts	that	would	resonate	with	

your	audience	and	can	supplement	and	reinforce	your	messages.	This	is	where	some	of	the	detail	and	

data	you	took	out	of	your	Message	Box	can	come	back	into	play.	But	the	communicaEon	guidelines	we	

discussed	above	don’t	disappear	once	your	Message	Box	is	ready	to	use.	As	you	prepare	for	your	paper,	

presentaEon,	meeEng,	or	interview,	here	are	some	points	to	keep	in	mind	to	communicate	effecEvely:			

Support	your	message	with	data,	but	limit	the	number	of	ideas.	Remember,	the	human	brain	can	

only	take	in	about	three	to	five	pieces	of	informaEon	at	a	Eme.		

Limit	the	use	of	numbers	and	sta6s6cs,	but	do	include	them	if	they’re	illustraEve.	Kathy's	Refined	
Message	Box	includes	two	important	numbers:	that	2	million	acres	of	natural	land	are	lost	per	

year,	and	that	recreaEonal	acEviEes	in	natural	lands	puts	$145	billion	back	into	the	economy	each	

year.	Those	were	important	numbers	for	her	audiences.			

Use	specific	examples,	and	make	them	memorable	and	quick	

to	explain,	with	judicious	use	of	metaphors	or	other	tools	to	

help	people	put	them	into	context.		

Compare	numbers	or	concepts	with	something	most	people	
can	relate	to,	including	metaphors	or	analogies	when	possible.	

Kathy	helped	people	grasp	the	scale	of	those	2	million	acres	of	

natural	land	lost	each	year	by	poinEng	out	that	that	is	an	area	

larger	than	the	states	of	Rhode	Island	and	Delaware	combined.		

Don’t	use	jargon.	AWer	compleEng	your	Message	Box,	re-read	it	to	double	check	that	you’re	not	

relying	on	words	that	are	familiar	to	scienEsts	in	your	discipline,	but	that	wouldn’t	make	sense	to	

family	members.		

Lead	with	what	you	know,	not	with	what	you	don’t	know.	Uncertainty	exists,	and	you	need	to	be	
honest	about	the	limits	of	your	research	and	scienEfic	understanding,	but	don’t	bury	the	message	

in	caveats.	

Remember:	effecEve	communicaEon	requires	listening	and	truly	engaging	with	your	audience	in	a	

two-way	conversaEon.	Listen	to	what	your	audience	cares	about.	What	quesEons	did	they	ask?	

Which	of	your	points	really	seemed	to	trigger	a	response?	Incorporate	that	feedback	into	future	

Message	Boxes	and	materials.	

AWer	creaEng	and	refining	your	Message	Box,	consider	what	bo[om	line	message	it	conveys	by	

craWing	a	headline	or	Tweet	that	captures	your	main	point	in	just	a	few	words.	If	you	can’t	

convey	your	message	that	succinctly,	you	may	want	to	disEll	it	further.	

In	Kathy’s	case,	the	main	point	is	“support	the	Wildlife	Corridors	ConservaEon	Act.”	Although	

Congress	has	changed	hands	since	the	bill	was	introduced,	supporters	hope	that	the	bill,	now	

draWed,	can	be	reintroduced	at	some	point	in	the	future.	

"In the Midwest, it's 7 oF warmer 
in the winter than it was in 
1974.  That's the difference 
between wearing and not 
wearing long underwear."

- Tracey Holloway, Professor,
University of Wisconsin
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Section V: Using the Message Box

COMPASS	most	o/en	works	with	environmental	scien;sts	interested	in	becoming	more	engaged	in	the	
public	discourse.	But	we	have	helped	scien;sts	in	a	variety	of	disciplines,	communica;ng	with	many	
audiences	and	working	toward	different	types	of	goals,	to	dis;ll	and	frame	their	messages	with	the	
Message	Box.	

The	examples	on	the	following	pages	provide	a	glimpse	of	that	diversity	of	thought	and	approach.	Note	
how	each	Message	Box	iden;fies	its	audience	up	front,	and	provides	a	framework	for	sor;ng	and	dis;lling	
complex	issues	down	to	their	essence,	answering	some	of	the	ques;ons	outlined	above.	

- What	specific	dimension	of	the	issue	are	you	addressing?

Broadly,	what	are	you	
working	on?	What	keywords	
would	you	search	to	find	

your	topic	online?

- What	can	be	done	to	address	the	problem?		
- Or	what	are	you	doing	to	address	it?	

- What	does	your	
audience	value?		

- How	does	it	impact	
them,	or	something	
they	care	about	it?	

- Who	does	this	help,	
and	how?	

- What	improves	in	
the	short-term?
Long-term?	

Issue

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?Benefits?

Audience:

Problems?

The	graphic	below	highlights	some	of	ques;ons	that	may	help	prime	your	thinking	as	you	begin	to	dra/	
your	own	Message	Boxes	and	use	them.	There	isn’t	a	right	or	a	wrong	way	to	use	Message	Box,	though	
some	approaches	will	work	beRer	for	certain	audiences.	The	important	thing	is	to	get	started!	

You	may	also	find	yourself	being	asked	some	of	these	ques;ons	when	you	are	sharing	your	science,	so	they	
can	also	be	a	helpful	way	to	prepare	for	those	conversa;ons.	

Who	is	impacted	by	this?	Who	can	change	this?	Who	cares	about	this?



 

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?Benefits?

Audience:

- Detec&on	of	explosives	from	a	safe	distance,	especially	in	public	spaces,	is	extremely	difficult.	
- Ion	mobility	technology	used	to	analyze	the	familiar	wipes	at	airport	security	requires		

contact,	&me	for	analysis,	trained	staff	and	supplies.
- Laser-based	handheld	Raman	spectrometers	used	for	iden&fica&on	

of	materials	are	not	sensi&ve	to	trace	quan&&es	of	explosives	and	
are	not	eye-safe.

These	limita&ons	of	present	
methods	used	to	safeguard	
public	spaces	prevent	
widespread	use	for	a	number	
of	public	spaces,	such	as	
subways,	parking	lots,	large	
outdoor	events	and	airports.

Lasers	can	complement	
exis&ng	security	technologies	
by	detec&ng		the	presence	of	
trace	quan&&es	of	explosives	
that	would	be	most	likely	
carried	by	terrorists	in	their	
fingerprints,	clothing,	and	
hand-carried	packages;	
quickly,	inexpensively	and	at	
a	safe	distance.

Ongoing	improvements	in	laser	technologies	indicate	that	
fast-imaging	lasers	can	robustly	detect	standoff	trace	
explosives	from	a	distance,	are	safe	for	skin	and	eyes,	and	
don’t	require	trained	staff	or	consumable	supplies.

Agencies,	Industry,	&	Scien&sts	working	on	detec&on	of	explosives

Marcos	Dantus	is	a	Dis&nguished	Professor	of	Chemistry	and	Physics	at	Michigan	State	University.	He	requested	coaching	from	
COMPASS	to	prepare	for	his	presenta&on	at	a	conference	of	security	professionals,	including	staff	from	government	agencies	and	
businesses,	as	well	as	academics.	His	audience	all	worked	in	the	field	of	detec&ng	explosives,	but	had	differing	levels	of	technical	
knowledge.	His	first	Message	Box	succinctly	conveyed	some	key	ideas,	but	because	Marcos	was	introducing	an	en&rely	new	
approach	to	detec&ng	explosives,	he	wanted	to	be	certain	that	his	language	was	as	persuasive	as	possible,	without	appearing	to	
discredit	those	in	his	audience	commiSed	to	exis&ng	approaches.	His	final	Message	Box	reflects	that	nuance,	with	some	key	words	
in	his	Benefits	sec&on	(such	as	“complemen&ng	exis&ng	strategies”).	And	it	emphasizes	the	par&cular	situa&ons	in	which	his	new	
approach	might	be	beneficial	in	the	So	What	sec&on.	He	acknowledges	the	differing	levels	of	technical	knowledge	in	his	audience	by	
providing	examples	in	the	Problem	and	Solu3on	sec&ons.	Marcos	reported	that	his	talk	went	extremely	well:	“Many	people	that	had	
never	used	lasers	and	that	were	very	skep4cal,	came	and	told	me	that	they	liked	the	presenta4on	and	saw	great	poten4al.”
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Safeguarding	public	spaces	
from	terrorists



 

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?Benefits?

Audience:

Tessa	Hill	is	an	Associate	Professor	in	the	Department	of	Earth	and	Planetary	Sciences	at	Bodega	Marine	Laboratory,	and	Associate	
Director	of	Academic	Programs	at	the	Coastal	and	Marine	Sciences	Ins&tute	at	the	University	of	California	at	Davis.	She	worked	on	
her	Message	Box	at	a	COMPASS	training	in	prepara&on	for	an	interview	on	NPR’s	Science	Friday	later	that	week	(you	can	listen	to	it	
here3).	The	box	above	is	her	fourth	itera&on,	illustra&ng	how	many	people	find	it	valuable	to	work	and	rework	their	messages	to	
make	them	clear	and	memorable.	Listen	for	the	points	that	she	outlined	in	her	Message	Box,	and	note	how	she	doesn’t	read	from	
her	Box,	but	uses	her	messages	in	her	conversa&on	with	radio	host	Ira	Flatow.	She	also	uses	metaphors	to	help	the	audience	
understand	her	points,	and	does	a	demonstra&on!		

3www.sciencefriday.com/segments/for-oysters-challenges-and-hope-in-the-changing-ocean/

- Carbon	dioxide	concentra&ons	have	been	increasing	in	recent	decades.	The	
ocean	is	a	sponge	for	carbon	dioxide	-	soaking	up	30%	of	what	we	emit.	But	this	
comes	at	a	cost.	Carbon	dioxide		in	seawater	increases	the	acidity	of	the	ocean.	

- Increasing	acidity	makes	it	more	difficult	for	animals	like	oysters,	
mussels,	&	abalone	(things	we	like	to	eat!)	to	make	their	
protec&ve	shells.	

Ocean	Acidifica&on	
&	Seafood

- Oysters	and	other	shellfish	are	a	
big	part	of	our	seafood	harvest	
and	our	coastal	economy.	

- This	process	threatens	food	on	
our	tables,	local	communi&es,	
and	families	that	rely	on	shellfish	
harvest	for	their	local	economies.	

- We	partner	with	sustainable	aquaculture	partners	to	understand	
what	will	make	shellfish	more	resilient	to	ocean	acidifica&on.	

- We	also	work	to	understand	how	coastal	vegetated	habitats,	like	seagrasses,	might	modify	
the	chemistry	of	water	due	to	photosynthesis.	We	do	this	by	measuring	the	chemistry	of	
the	water,	and	by	measuring	the	carbon	dioxide	that	is	stored	in	the	environment.	

Understanding	the	impacts	and	
poten&al	solu&ons	can	help	us	
protect	seafood	that	we	enjoy	
and	support	coastal	economies	

21Radio	Program



 

Issue
Problems?

Solutions?

So
 W

ha
t?Benefits?

Audience:

- Trees	are	not	evenly	distributed	across	the	city	of	Durham,	NC.		
- Minority	and	low-income	communi&es,	in	par&cular,	have	fewer	trees.		
- Many	of	the	legacy	trees	across	the	area	are	dying.		
- Durham	has	a	limited	amount	of	money	to	plant	new	trees.

Durham,	NC	Town	Planners	&	local	community	advocacy	groups	

Value	of	green	space	and	
trees	to	communi&es.

- With	fewer	trees,	minority	and	
low	income	communi&es	
dispropor&onately	miss	out	on	
the	benefits	that	trees	and	
green	space	provide.			

- Trees	represent	a	wise	
investment	for	enhancing	
human	health	and	quality	of	life,	
aSrac&ng	residents	and	
businesses	that	can	increase	the	
tax	base.	

- Reduce	air,	water,	and	noise	
pollu&on.	

- Cool	down	neighborhoods	and	
reduce	the	urban	heat	island	effect.	

- Increase	wildlife	habitat.	
- Contribute	to	respiratory	and	

mental	health	benefits.	
- Improve	aesthe&c	values,	vitality,	

and	social	cohesion	of	
neighborhoods.	

Durham	should	plant	trees	strategically:		
- Improve	tree	coverage	in	underserved	neighborhoods	while	

avoiding	areas	where	trees	may	contribute	to	decreased	safety.	
- Plant	along	roadways	and	near	hospitals	and	schools	to	buffer	

pollutants	and	improve	aesthe&cs	and	walkability.	
- Use	na&ve	species	to	replace	dying	trees	and	for	new	plan&ngs.	
- Provide	incen&ves	to	developers	to	leave	trees	in	place.

Anne	Neale	is	a	research	scien&st	at	the	U.S.	Environmental	Protec&on	Agency’s	Office	of	Research	and	Development.	She	is	the	
Project	Lead	for	EnviroAtlas,	an	online,	open	access	tool	allowing	users	to	view,	analyze,	and	download	a	wealth	of	geospa&al	data	
and	other	resources	related	to	the	benefits	humans	receive	from	nature.	These	data	provide	a	framework	to	inform	decisions	and	
policies	at	mul&ple	spa&al	scales,	educate	a	range	of	audiences,	and	supply	data	for	research.	Anne	prepared	this	Message	Box	as	
part	of	a	COMPASS	workshop	to	illustrate	how	the	informa&on	made	available	through	EnviroAtlas	(in	this	case,	about	the	loca&on	
of	trees	in	communi&es)	can	be	used	to	enhance	tangible	benefits	to	communi&es	and	the	environment	on	the	ground—including	
in	her	local	community	of	Durham,	North	Carolina.	She	geared	her	Message	Box	to	local	planners	to	help	guide	decision-making	
about	tree	plan&ngs	in	the	city.	
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So
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Audience:

- Gravita&onal	waves	will	provide	new	
insight	into	the	universe’s	most	extreme	
events	such	as	the	collision	of	two	black															
holes	and	may	eventually	enable	us	to

University	faculty	and	administrators	

Advance	our	understanding	
of	the	universe	through	

gravita&onal	wave	
astronomy

- Gravita&onal	wave	astronomy		
has	the	poten&al	to	revolu&onize	
our	understanding	of	the	
universe	as	much	as	modern	
electromagne&c	astronomy	has	
since	the	&me	of	Galileo.	

- An	aggressive	observa&on	
program	will	let	us	know	what	
drives	the	most	energe&c	events	
in	the	universe.	The	more	we	
know	about	such	events	the	
more	we	are	able	to	infer	about	
how	stars	are	born,	how	they	live,	
and	how	they	ul&mately	die.

Chad	Hanna	is	an	Assistant	Professor	of	Physics	at	Penn	State	University	who	was	preparing	for	his	fourth-year	review	at	the	
university.	His	audience	included	faculty	in	his	department	and	associated	departments,	as	well	as	university	administrators.	
Therefore,	his	audience	varied	in	its	technical	knowledge	of	astrophysics.	Chad	wanted	the	significance	of	his	cuing-edge	basic	
research	to	be	apparent	to	all	members	of	the	review	board,	who	will	be	considering	him	for	promo&on	and	tenure.	He	used	his	
Message	Box	to	help	craj	his	narra&ve	writeup	to	submit	to	the	board	for	its	evalua&on	of	his	contribu&ons	to	the	field	of	
astrophysics.	As	this	Workbook	went	to	print,	Chad	hadn't	yet	received	the	review	board's	feedback.
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- Although	it	may	be	possible	to	correlate	gravita&onal	waves	and	
electromagne&c	waves,	it	will	be	challenging	because	it	will	be	rare	
that	both	show	up	strongly	at	the	same	&me.

- Many	astrophysical	phenomena	such	supernova	and	gamma	ray	bursts	are	likely	to	emit	gravita&onal	waves	in	
addi&on	to	electromagne&c	and	par&cle	emission.

- Detec&ng	gravita&onal	waves	simultaneously	with	electromagne&c	and	par&cle	emission	would	let	
us	confirm	many	modern	astrophysics	theories.

- Gravita&onal	waves	
arise	from	one	of	the	most	

profound	theories	of	modern	
physics	-	the	idea	that	space	and	

&me	are	dynamically	changing,	first	
proposed	by	Einstein	over	100	years	

ago	but	only	recently	proven.
- Gravita&onal	waves	are	in	many	ways	

analogous	to	sound.	With	gravita&onal	
wave	observa&ons,	our	universe	finally	
has	a	soundtrack!

“listen”	all	the	way	back	to	the					
										beginning	of	the	universe,			
																	which	is	not	possible		
																									with	any	other		
																																		observa&onal		
																																											tools.

- Iden&fy	the	source	of	gravita&onal	waves	the	instant	they	arrive	at	earth	in	
order	to	catch	the	associated	electromagne&c	counterparts	that	may	fade	
quickly	and	to	no&fy	astronomers	to	followup	gravita&onal	wave	signals.

- An	aggressive	observa&on	campaign	to	maximize	
the	chances	of	observing	electromagne&c	events	
that	coincide	with	gravita&onal	waves.	

- Decrease	the	delay	between	detec&ng	and	loca&ng	gravita&onal	waves	from	1	minute	to	1	second	to	
catch	electromagne&c	emissions	that	might	fade	quickly,	and	otherwise	be	overlooked.
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Section VI: Practice!
Sure,	it	looks	good	on	paper,	but	how	do	you	know	if	it	will	make	sense	to	your	audience?	At	COMPASS,		
we	find	that	feedback	from	others	is	an	invaluable	tool	for	improving	Message	Boxes	and	we	make	that	an	
integral	part	of	our	trainings.	Test	your	Message	Box	on	others	who	are	unfamiliar	with	your	work.	Even	
beIer,	try	it	out	on	friends	or	colleagues	outside	your	area	of	experJse,	or	who	aren’t	scienJsts.			

Do	they	understand	and	remember	your	main	points?	What	did	they	find	confusing	(did	you	inadvertently	
use	jargon)?	Did	it	resonate	with	them?	Is	there	too	much	detail,	confusing	the	main	message?	Conversely,	
is	it	so	general	that	it	doesn’t	convey	anything	useful	or	intriguing?	Is	the	So	What	appropriate	for	your	
target	audience?		

A	great	way	to	get	feedback	on	your	Message	Box	is	to	form	an	on-site	study	group	with	other	scienJsts.	
Groups	of	three	to	five	people	work	well.	Give	each	person	two	to	three	minutes	to	present	their	Message	
Box,	and	then	have	the	group	give	concrete,	construcJve	feedback	for	five	minutes	or	so.	If	you	are	in	the	
same	field	as	others	in	your	group,	try	to	listen	as	if	you	were	unfamiliar	with	the	topics	at	hand.	Then	
adjust	your	Message	Box	once	again,	incorporaJng	useful	feedback	into	your	revision.

Additional Resources
If	you’d	like	to	read	more	about	improving	your	communicaJon	skills	and	engaging	with	journalists,	
policymakers	and	others,	check	out	addiJonal	resources	on	the	COMPASS	website	at	
www.COMPASSscicomm.org.	You	can	learn	about	our	more	in-depth	book,	Escape	from	the	Ivory	Tower:	
A	Guide	to	Making	Your	Science	Ma?er,	by	COMPASS’	Director	of	Science	Outreach	Nancy	Baron	
(available	through	Island	Press	and	other	outlets)	and	find	links	to	primers	and	Jps	for	engaging	with	
policymakers	or	talking	to	the	media.	You	can	also	check	out	the	COMPASS	blog	at																														
www.compassscicomm.org/compassblog,	where	we	share	tools,	resources,	pracJcal	Jps,	insight	into	our	
work,	and	stories	of	scienJsts	engaging.	

#Share on Social Media
To	share	your	Message	Box	on	TwiIer,	use	the	
#COMPASSMessageBox	tag	(follow	and	tweet	
at	@COMPASSscicomm	to	make	sure	we	see	
it).	You	can	also	share	your	Message	Box	on	
Instagram	using	#COMPASSMessageBox.	We	
love	to	see	the	Message	Box	in	acJon,	and	
this	can	be	a	great	way	to	get	feedback	from	
your	colleagues!

We	hope	that	this	introducJon	to	the	Message	
Box	has	helped	you	to	share	your	important	work	
with	the	wider	world.	If	you	want	more	help,	
COMPASS	offers	customized	in-person	trainings,	
grounded	in	the	latest	research	in	science	
communicaJon	and	designed	to	empower	
scienJsts	to	idenJfy	and	accomplish	their	public	
engagement	goals.	To	learn	more,	visit	our	
website	at	www.COMPASSscicomm.org	or	email	
us	at	info@COMPASSscicomm.org.	

We	look	forward	to	hearing	your	stories	of	
engagement	and	communicaJon	as	you	conJnue	
to	refine	your	skills!		

http://www.compassscicomm.org
https://islandpress.org/book/escape-from-the-ivory-tower
https://www.compassscicomm.org/compassblog
http://www.compassscicomm.org
https://islandpress.org/book/escape-from-the-ivory-tower
https://www.compassscicomm.org/compassblog
http://www.compassscicomm.org
mailto:info@compassscicomm.org
http://www.compassscicomm.org
mailto:info@compassscicomm.org
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Connect with COMPASS 
www.COMPASSscicomm.org 

@COMPASSscicomm

About COMPASS and the Message Box

In	1999	COMPASS’	founders	set	out	to	address	the	gaps	between	science,	policy,	and	
the	public	discourse.	 ScienAsts,	 they	 recognized,	have	a	great	deal	 to	 contribute	 to	
solving	society’s	most	pressing	problems,	but	they	oEen	need	help	in	learning	how	to	
engage	 effecAvely.	 COMPASS	 empowers	 scienAsts	 to	 engage	 meaningfully	 in	 the	
public	discourse	and	decision-making.	COMPASS’	Director	of	Science	Outreach	Nancy	
Baron	developed	our	version	of	the	Message	Box	early	on,	building	on	others’	work	
and	adding	 key	 components	 such	as	 idenAfying	 the	 “So	what?”	of	 your	 science—a	
core	dimension	of	making	your	work	relevant	to	your	audience.	Over	the	years,	the	
Message	Box	has	remained	the	foundaAon	of	our	communicaAon	trainings.	

The	Message	Box	Workbook	was	developed	through	the	generous	support	of	the	Rita	
Allen	FoundaAon.	We	are	excited	to	share	this	updated	and	expanded	version,	with	
examples	of	how	the	Message	Box	can	be	used	beyond	the	environmental	sciences.	

This	Workbook	and	 its	 illustraAons	were	 inspired	and	 informed	by	Escape	 from	the	
Ivory	Tower:	A	Guide	to	Making	Your	Science	Ma?er	by	Nancy	Baron,	as	well	as	our	
collecAve	experience	helping	scienAsts	to	develop	and	refine	their	Message	Boxes	in	
our	 trainings	 and	 coaching.	 For	 addiAonal	 useful	 informaAon	 and	 context,	 we	
encourage	you	to	read	the	book	as	well.	

The	Message	Box	Workbook	is	provided	free	of	charge	for	personal	and	educaAonal	
use	 only.	 COMPASS	 retains	 intellectual	 rights	 to	 all	materials;	 please	 contact	 us	 at	
info@compassscicomm.org	if	you	seek	to	use	the	Workbook	commercially.		

Please	credit	the	Message	Box	Workbook	and	any	materials	created	from	or	inspired	
by	 it:	 COMPASS	 Science	 CommunicaAon,	 Inc.	 (2017).	 The	 Message	 Box	
Workbook.	h^ps://www.COMPASSscicomm.org/

http://www.compassscicomm.org
http://www.twitter.com/@COMPASSscicomm
http://www.compassscicomm.org
http://www.twitter.com/@COMPASSscicomm

