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Jerry McMahon and Karen DeBaker 
A Conversation with Karen DeBaker

Communicating Science- Advice fro Scientists

Jerry:
I'm talking today with Karen DeBaker, Communications Supervisor with Clean Water Services in the Portland metropolitan area.  Karen, what do you do as a Communications Supervisor for Clean Water Services?

Karen:
At Clean Water Services we're a water resources management agency, so I manage our education and outreach programs going into schools, speaking to the public about how to lead a healthy, clean watershed lifestyle.

Jerry:
What three take-home messages would you have for scientists in terms of communicating with this whole diverse world of non-scientists out there?

Karen:
The first I would say is be open and honest.  It's your responsibility.  Surveys have told us people want the truth whether it's good or bad.  The second thing I would say is keep it simple, limit your use of acronyms, short sentences, words that don't have more than three syllables.  Finally, I would say know your audience and choose your words carefully.  If you can understand their values, where they're coming from, and you can understand the motivation behind your behaviors that will help you change the behavior to basically create the clean watershed lifestyle that they're looking for.

Jerry:
What tips would you give scientists to learn what it is people want to know about the science that agency does?  How do you find out what people care about?

Karen:
The biggest thing is surveys.  I mean we know sometimes surveys do cost money but that's a minor investment, and just asking folks what they value, what are their opinions of clean water, do they think their watershed health has improved.  Even a five-question questionnaire will help you get to that.  There are a lot of organizations who have done that type of work-- beg borrow and steal.

Jerry:
Okay.

Karen:
You know, work with those organizations that have done that work already.  An easy way to do it go to a public event, go to the neighborhood meeting, or go to the festival or block party that's going on.  Ask folks.  Have them fill out a three-question questionnaire, and then give them a Tootsie roll. I mean make sure you make it simple just as I say you communicate in a simple style.  There are ways to find out that information effectively but cheaply.

[End of Audio]
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