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Why science communication?
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REFLECTIONS

Science may have a seat at the table, but it isn’t always 

heard.

We must understand the context in which our messages 

propagate.

Is there a “formula” for effective communication?





BASIC CHALLENGES

Distant in time and space.

Usually not personally relevant.

Uncertainty is tough to explain.

Not everyone cares about the environment.

Science has become politicized.

Pattern recognition is a challenge.
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CONTEXTUAL CHALLENGES

Assessment of Factual Knowledge:

• The sun revolves around the earth: 24%

• Continents do not drift: 18%

• Antibiotics kill viruses: 45%

• Humans did not evolve from other species: 51%

Rather stable since 1992









https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8ii9zGFDtc


The Deficit Model

… debunked!

Instead: 

• Personal ideologies & values

• Group identification

• Social networks & influence

• Narrative & emotion





WHAT WORKS…

Clear goal and purpose

Know your audience

Make your message personally meaningful

Avoid fear appeals

Don’t overuse hope!

Problems + effective solutions 

Avoid jargon

Group membership considerations

Narrative structures

Humanize it!

Make it visual



Data Visualization



New York City carbon emissions, 2010

Adam Nieman

54 million metric tons CO2





RISE OF THE MEME + GIFS



HISTORICAL DATA

Ed Hawkin, PhD

Climate Lab Book

2016



Pre-attentive features



COLOR CHOICE IS KEY

Sanford & Selnick (2012)



diverging sequential categorical

total precipitation average temperature

colorbrewer2.org





Gestalt Principles

For Design



GESTALT TIPS

proximity

similarity

closure



GESTALT TIPS

continuity



GESTALT TIPS

connectedness



SIMPLICITY & CLARITY



VISUALIZING UNCERTAINTY



VISUALIZING UNCERTAINTY



MULTIPLE VISUAL CUES

Grainger et al (2016)



DATA JOURNALISM



Reveal data in a stepwise manner



Reveal nuance & complexity slowly



NARRATIVE GRIDS





USER-CENTERED 

DESIGN

colossom.com





Thank you!


