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“I know firsthand the importance of science
to public policy… the key to the creation of
effective policy is access to the best
available scientific research.” 

~ Congressman Henry Waxman

Feb. 16, 2005, addressing the National Association 
of Science Writers, Washington, D.C.

Note, when citing this report in other works, please use the following format:

Kobus, K., Mermelstein, R., & Ponkshe, P. (2006). Communicating science: Giving research a
voice. Chicago, IL: University of Illinois at Chicago, Institute for Health Research and Policy.
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Communicating Science: Giving Research A Voice is a
guide for increasing the impact and value of scientific findings
through communications. This report is intended for a broad
audience of health-related researchers, especially those who
participate in multi-unit or multi-disciplinary projects at research
centers. It is also directed at policy makers and decision makers
involved in the funding of research on health and health care.
Included in this report are specific suggestions, lessons learned,
best practices, and case examples that illustrate communications
activities and experiences.

The information presented in Communicating Science is based on
the experiences gained from the Partners with Tobacco Use
Research Centers (Partners) initiative. The Partners program is
funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) and is a
research and communications collaboration with the
Transdisciplinary Tobacco Use Research Centers (TTURCs). These
combined initiatives sought to advance knowledge about tobacco
use and to translate evidence-based findings into practice and
policy.

In the first round of the TTURC initiative, 7 major institutions were
funded by the National Cancer Institute (NCI) and the National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) to conduct tobacco use research.
Through the Partners initiative, the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation funded a communications component at each of the
research centers. The aim of the communications effort was to
accelerate the transfer of new knowledge to a broad audience of
stakeholders beyond the scientific community, including public
policy and public health audiences. 

We hope that Communicating Science: Giving Research a Voice will
be a valuable resource for individuals interested in increasing the
impact of scientific findings and ultimately improving health and
health care for all. 

Kim Kobus, PhD
Robin Mermelstein, PhD
Prabhu Ponkshe, MA, LLB
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Every day researchers discover important information about health and health
behaviors through scientific inquiry. The value of this information is told not in its
statistical significance, but in its ability to be translated into improvements in health-
related behaviors, practices, and policies. Researchers who take the time to
communicate their findings to interested audiences greatly increase the likelihood
that their work will improve public health.

In this report, communications refers to the transfer of scientific knowledge from
researchers and research institutions to individuals and audiences who can make
informed decisions about health and healthy behaviors. 

Reasons for researchers to participate in science communications include: 

•Informing the public. The public has a growing interest in health and science.
Access to scientific information helps build a more informed public that is better
able to address many of the health-related problems facing society today. 

•Making health information meaningful. On a daily basis, the public is exposed to
health information from many sources. Findings from different studies can lead to
confusion. Communications can help the public and policy makers understand that
a single study must be considered in the context of the broader body of scientific
evidence.

•Translating research into action. Policy makers, health care providers, and health
consumers rely on research findings to promote best practices in health and health
care, such as encouraging and establishing evidence-based policies, practices,
and public health initiatives. Taking the time to communicate findings to interested
audiences makes research count.

•Informing other scientists. Research results that are broadly disseminated reach
not only the public, but also other scientists. This is especially helpful for informing
researchers outside the primary discipline of the original researcher. 

•Building good community relations. Media attention to scientific findings helps
establish the identity of researchers and their research center as having a specific
expertise and fosters a sense of trust in the institution. In addition it helps
researchers fulfill their responsibility to report findings from their work back to the
public, whose taxpayer dollar funds much of their work.

•Helping secure future research funding. Media attention can create greater
awareness among the public, legislators, and policy makers about the need for
research, and create the impetus for continued funding of health-related research. 

•Developing a partnership with funders. Keeping funding institutions fully informed
of all research-related communications activities helps build a partnership
between the research institution and the funding agency.

INTRODUCTION:
WHY BROADEN THE REACH OF SCIENCE?
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Building a science communications program begins with the commitment of
the principal investigator and the research leadership of an organization. Allocating
funds and other resources to the communications function clearly demonstrates this
commitment. The most effective communications programs are those that are
championed by senior researchers and include communications professionals as
key members of the team. When communications is recognized as an integral part
of the research endeavor, the likelihood increases that researchers can build a
successful communications program.

An effective way to build communications capacity is to establish a communications
committee, including researchers, outside consultants, research project staff, and
communications staff. The contributions of this team are helpful throughout the
communications program, from developing a communications mission statement
and goals through identifying communications opportunities and reaching out to key
audiences. 

Mission Statements
Developing a communications mission statement is a critical early step for guiding
the communications infrastructure and setting the stage for future external
communications efforts. A research center with a clear vision is better able to
prioritize or select communications opportunities, and to create such opportunities. 

The mission statement for the Partners with Tobacco Use Research Centers
communications program is:

To deliver basic and policy-oriented tobacco research results to key researchers,
policy makers, health care providers, and health care delivery systems in a
coordinated manner that will advance the science and facilitate the development
of new programs and policies to reduce tobacco use.

This mission statement identifies the action (to deliver basic and policy-oriented
research results), the primary purpose (to reduce tobacco use), and high priority
audiences (key researchers, policy makers, health care providers, and health care
delivery systems). 

Communications Goals
Goals for a communications program include:

•Increasing public awareness about health-related topics;
•Reaching influential audiences, e.g., policy makers and health care practitioners;
•Increasing visibility and name recognition of the research center;
•Increasing awareness of the need for research funding; and,
•Ensuring that public policy making is guided by science. 

BUILDING THE CAPACITY
FOR COMMUNICATIONS

                           



Best Practices

Steps in Developing a Strategic Communications Plan
Situational Analysis/Environmental Scan. Researchers and communications
professionals need to identify the overall mission of the research and research center
and understand the relevance of the research within the larger sociopolitical context
(e.g., mortality, morbidity, health, health care). The scan should evaluate public opinion
and policy debates around the health/research topic, including past media coverage and
legislative activity, and identify outside researchers, organizations, and activities involved
in the research topic.

Key Audiences. The plan should identify and prioritize relevant stakeholder. This is
perhaps one of the most important aspects of planning. It is more important to have a
solid understanding of key audiences and how to engage them effectively than to
communicate to general audiences. Once key audiences are identified, communications
professionals can establish links with other communications groups/programs that
reach the same audiences. This is especially helpful when budgets and resources are
limited.

Communications Goals & Objectives. Goals are simply what an organization wants to
achieve in a communications plan. Objectives are the specific, measurable steps to
meet these goals. Thinking through goals and objectives early, and stating them clearly,
can help ensure communications activities are focused and effective. 

Key Messages & Themes. Key messages are the concepts, research outcomes, and
specific information that you want audiences to remember from a communications
campaign. These messages should be woven through all of the communications
products and repeated often.

Budget & Resources. The amount of communications activity is dependent upon the
organization’s investment. A budget must be established before implementation begins,
as the dollar and staff availability dictates what can or cannot be done. 

Evaluation. Communications activities should be evaluated to determine their
effectiveness. The communications team can evaluate effectiveness by tracking visits to
web pages, inquires about research findings, citations counts, and popular media
articles and interviews. They should also track the impact of research on public opinion
and policies.

Strategic Communications
Successful communications programs require a comprehensive written Strategic
Communications Plan. The plan should include goals, key audiences, budget, time
lines, and creative strategies. The communications plan affirms, supports, and
drives the organization’s goals as expressed in its mission statement, and is vital
to daily operations. The plan should propose a broad set of strategic approaches to
effectively disseminate research findings and key messages to desired target
audiences. This plan should be widely shared with researchers.

1
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Staffing the Communications Function
When hiring communications staff, it is important to consider the maturity of the
research program. Newly established research programs have dif ferent
communications needs than active programs. Communications resources should be
allocated to reflect activity level across the life of the research program and should
last beyond the publication of research results. Other staffing considerations
include identifying one-time, start-up activities (such as Web site development and
graphic design for logos and brochures) versus long-term operations that should be
maintained over the duration of the program (such as science writing and media
relations). One-time tasks can be accomplished through the use of consultants, with
arrangements made for follow-up contractual work on an as-needed basis. Long-
term tasks are often best accomplished through the hiring of permanent staff. 

The size of a communications program varies according to need and budget. A
communications program can involve a part-time freelance science writer or
consultant, one full-time staff communications specialist, or a communications
director and staff. Starting small and building a larger communications program as
demand increases is also an option. Other factors that affect communications
staffing include the availability of university or institution-wide resources,
relationships between research departments and the institution’s central
administration, and the size of the media market in which the institution is located. 

Best Practices

Job Responsibilities of Communications Staff
•Develop a strategic communications plan in consultation with researchers within the

first six months.

•Maintain regular contact with investigators to stay apprised of research progress and
to anticipate and identify research-related communications opportunities. 

•Develop a wide range of products to communicate the work of the research group to
external audiences, including the media, policy makers, and public health
professionals. These products may include news releases, Web announcements, op
eds, editorials, policy briefs, and science briefs. 

•Facilitate the exchange of information among researchers and across disciplines. 

•Continuously monitor the media and policy environment to share developments with
researchers. 

• Identify opportunities to connect researchers with reporters, policy makers, and other
key decision makers.

•Provide communications training and training resources for improving the
communications skills of researchers with a variety of audiences.

•Develop and maintain contacts with major local, regional, national, and specialty
media.

•Develop and maintain contacts with local, state, and national policy groups and
advocacy organizations.
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Best Practices

Qualifications for 
Communications Staff
Educational Background and Experience:

•Undergraduate degree in journalism, public relations, or related field, with Master’s
degree or continuing education/training preferred.

•Newspaper/magazine writing experience for 2-5 years.

•Knowledge and understanding of major public health issues. 

•Relevant computer skills, e.g., Web-writing experience preferred.

•Science and policy communications experience preferred.

Specific Skills:

•Ability to read and analyze scientific documents or reports and write up the findings in
formats for a variety of audiences while maintaining scientific integrity and credibility.

•Creative approach identifying opportunities that will enhance the research program
through communications efforts.

•Ability to be a part of a team of communications professionals and researchers.

•Ability to be persuasive in oral and written communications.

Communications professionals are most effective at advancing research goals when
they are an integral part of the team. They should be encouraged to develop close
ties with hands-on research staff, including project directors, and with peers at the
institution’s central communications office.

When hiring communications professionals, the main qualifications are training and
experience in science writing, public relations, and media relations. Given the
importance of writing skills, asking for a writing sample, such as a 400- to 600-word
news article based on a research paper, is recommended. Additional qualifications
include strategic communication planning and experience in managing a Web site. 

Jobs for communications professionals and science writers are often advertised in
job banks managed by the Public Relations Society of America, National Association
of Science Writers, and International Association of Business Communicators.
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Communications Functions and Outcomes

Science 
Writing

Public
Relations

Media
Relations

Promote
Research
Results

Impact on 
Public Health

Reach Policy &
Professional
Audiences

Develop
Community
Relations

Science writing is the translation of complicated science into easily understandable language for lay
audiences. Public relations involves gaining recognition for an organization’s performance and ensuring
a strong public image – in this case, regarding research efforts. Media relations involves the ability to
understand the needs of the media, develop communications products to meet those needs, and
maintain regular contact with reporters and editors. When applied in a research environment, these
three communications functions can be combined to promote research results, reach policy and
professional audiences, develop community relations, and, ultimately, impact public health.

        



Communications Budget
Factors to consider when budgeting for communications include the volume of
research output, the types of communications products needed to translate and
disseminate research results, and the nature of targeted audiences. Communications
budgets include costs for salaries and consulting fees, as well as funds for special
reports, policy briefs, and other printed materials. Other budgetary needs include:
continuing education for communications staff, media training, software, design
consultation, books, journals, media lists, and Web site development and
maintenance fees. (See Appendix A for an example of a communications budget.) 

Research centers can cover costs for communications by integrating them with grant
proposals, so that several projects support the communications staff. For example,
direct funds on a research grant for recruitment efforts may include coverage of a
communications coordinator and print materials for outreach. Similarly, funds for
research dissemination may be budgeted as direct costs. However, institutional
funds will likely be needed to initially support portions of the communications staff. 

Time Line for a Communications Program
The focus of the communications function evolves as research projects progress
from the conceptual stage through design, development, data collection and
analysis, and the publication of research results. While it may take years for results
to be ready to report, communications has a role to play throughout the research
process. Appropriately, resource allocation will vary at each phase and likely
increase as there are more results to report.

During the initial phase of a communications
program, there are relatively few research
results to communicate. The focus should be on:

•Developing and implementing a strategic plan
for internal and external communications.

•Recruiting participants for studies through
the mass media using advertisements or
news announcements.

•Building the internal communications
program by developing stronger relationships
among researchers and between researchers
and stakeholders. 

•Developing a Web site, logo, and other
materials that convey institutional goals
and research objectives to key audiences.

Case Example

Participant Recruitment
For a smoking cessation study
comparing the transdermal
patch to the nicotine nasal
spray, the University of
Pennsylvania TTURC distributed
a press release to local media
sources regarding the free
smoking cessation program. The
release was picked up by a local
health reporter for ABC news
and featured on a “Health
Watch” report. Over 200 people
called in response to the TV
spot. The media interest that
was generated helped draw
attention to future news
releases.

12

                  



13

During the middle phase, when results of scientific studies are still largely
forthcoming, the focus should shift toward:

•Developing a method for monitoring the research pipeline (i.e., tracking
publication status).

•Creating forums for two-way dialogue between researchers and stakeholders,
including policy makers, patients, and family members.

•Establishing the research program or research center as a source of expertise
on the research topic. This can be done by increasing researchers’ contact with
repor ters, health care providers, community members, public health
professionals, and health advocates.

•Identifying selected researchers who are trained and willing to be “experts” for
the media and other key audiences. 

During the later phase, when research results
begin to emerge, the focus is on:

•Communicating results based on their
relevancy and scientific merit. This is when
knowledge about the research publication
pipeline becomes useful in assessing
current and future communications
opportunities and challenges.

•Maintaining open dialogue with program
staff at funding agencies about in press
publications and communications activities.

•Producing news releases, briefings, and
other communications products appropriate
to the audiences targeted in the
communications plan. 

•Ensuring the research enters relevant
public policy debates by communicating
research results to advocacy groups and
policy makers. If appropriate, researchers
should be prepared to discuss the policy
implications of their findings. 

•Evaluating the impact of the research on
the public and on policy debates by
monitoring the influence of research results
on behavior and policy decisions. 

Case Example

Dissemination of Research Findings
The University of Wisconsin, Madison TTURC
maintains a strong relationship with the Wisconsin
Department of Health and Family Services (DHFS)
and local tobacco control coalitions. When a
research finding has wide application, the TTURC
and DHFS coordinate two things:

1) an e-mail distribution of a news release and
talking points about the research to tobacco control
advocates; and, 
2) a phone conference with local coalition leaders
and, depending on the topic, local health
departments, healthcare providers, and others who
may be interested in the research.

For news releases, the center: 

1) faxes the release to all news outlets in the state
and appropriate nation-wide and specialty media for
use in local newspapers, radio, and television;
2) mails a copy of research results to target
audiences, including health care providers,
advocates, and legislators; and, 
3) places information about the research findings
on the center’s Web site for further distribution.

                            



Case Examples

Communicating to Internal Audiences
Web Site

The University of Southern California Pacific Rim Transdisciplinary Tobacco & Alcohol
Use Research Center (PR TTAURC) created a password-protected Web site where
researchers at three USC campuses and collaborators in China could post and respond
to information including survey data, scholarly citations, and in-process papers for
downloading. The site includes a discussion forum organized by research project; a
calender of events; archives of presentations, photographs, and scholarly articles; and
a data center to assist researchers in creating and administering surveys, and in
collecting and analyzing data.

Electronic Newsletter

Because the University of Pennsylvania TTURC involved a collaboration of researchers
across three universities, there was a unique challenge to maintaining open internal
communications across sites. An internal electronic newsletter was created as one way
to address this challenge. The internal newsletter is distributed on a monthly basis.    

Center Retreats

To facilitate cross-fertilization across research and outreach staff, the University of
Wisconsin TTURC held two retreats each year including research and outreach specialists.
The retreats facilitate strategic planning, help everyone gain an understanding of research
objectives, and broaden the dissemination of research findings.

COMMUNICATING TO INTERNAL
AND EXTERNAL AUDIENCES

Internal communications help to improve the exchange of information within an
organization, promote a sense of belonging among a diverse group of researchers,
and provide a foundation for supporting future external communications efforts.
This is especially valuable when researchers come from different disciplinary
backgrounds or are located in various buildings across campuses, universities,
cities, and even countries.

Internal communications activities include:

•Sharing information on research progress and products, including the release of
reports, publications, presentations, and community service activities.

•Providing information about developments in the policy and public debates that
relate to the research topic, as well as keeping up on new findings from other
research teams. 

•Maintaining a database of all research products (e.g., publications, abstracts).

Communications staff can schedule regular meetings, write internal newsletters,
maintain listservs, and organize retreats to facilitate information exchange among
researchers.

14
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External communications translate and deliver the latest scientific findings to
targeted audiences outside the university. Achieving this goal involves a collaborative
effort between the researcher and communications expert. The researcher’s role is
to identify the scientifically robust studies. The communicator’s role is to help the
researcher assess the external communications value of individual studies and
develop creative ways to reach interested audiences.

The value of the research results to various audiences determines the amount of
communications effort. Particular communications emphasis and effort should be
placed on those studies that directly affect public policy, health practices, or
lifestyles. 

Increasing the Effectiveness of External Communications
External communications efforts are most effective when they have been carefully
prepared and actively reach out to targeted audiences. In order to communicate
findings in a timely manner, researchers must keep the communicator informed of
research progress and products. Communicators are best able to prepare
communications activities when they have advanced knowledge of journal articles
being prepared for publication and presentations planned for major meetings or
conferences. In larger research centers, communications professionals should
develop a system to track the status of papers and presentations, getting quarterly
updates on what papers are under review, being revised, or accepted for publication.
It is also important to inform the program and communications staff within funding
agencies of dissemination activities planned around published research studies.

Tailoring messages to specific audiences based on their interests and needs
enhances the likelihood that the information will have an impact. It is critical for
communications staff to stay informed about how research topics are discussed by
the public and in policy debates, as well as who is taking part in those debates.
Communications professionals can ensure that researchers know who the
interested stakeholders are, and can see how the research fits into the broader
policy landscape. Both of these factors are critical in developing key messages used
to communicate research findings. 

Another way to increase the impact of research findings is by linking studies and
coordinating publications. For example, back-to-back publications in a journal,
multiple articles in a special issue of a journal, or companion pieces that more fully
address a specific topic all increase the value of research.

Table 1 on page 17 provides examples of audiences for health-related research and
how to reach them through communications vehicles.

Table 2 on pages 18-20 presents examples of specific communications products
and the rationale, audience, and outcomes of these communications efforts. (Most
of these products were developed through the TTURC Partners initiative.)
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Best Practices

Communicating to External Audiences
Recruiting Study Participants

Communications professionals can help with the recruitment of participants into research projects. Ways in
which communicators can be helpful include:

•Using unpaid media. Using news releases, interviews with reporters, and news conferences as
recruitment tools can reduce the necessity for paid advertising. An experienced communicator will know
how to construct messages, prepare materials for print and broadcast media, determine timing, and
arrange logistics in order to maximize the effectiveness of this recruitment strategy.

•Developing Web sites. Web sites offer potential time-saving methods for providing quick responses and
reducing the number of call backs to potential participants. Web sites can offer FAQs or send
automatically generated e-mail responses. Communications experts can help develop Web sites for
these purposes. 

•Using paid advertising. Using radio, TV, and newspapers ads to recruit study participants can be
expensive. A communications professional can help determine the most effective use of paid
advertising for recruitment.

Identifying Dates for Release of Publications

Tracking down dates for when publications will be released can be a difficult task. Some journals are published
abroad and are hard to reach. Other journals are reluctant to provide a time line for publication, even to authors.
Often researchers are unaware of publication dates until they receive final proofs for an article, which can be too
late to plan a significant communications effort. Ways to enhance efforts to track publication time lines include:

•Develop a system for working with researchers to track manuscripts as they are submitted, reviewed,
and accepted for publication. 

•Learn about the journals that researchers submit to. Know the names and contact information of editors
and key people at the publishing company. 

•Establish contacts at journals and follow up with them often to know when a publication date has been set.

Writing News Releases or Press Releases

New releases are written as “news stories” that capture the implications of emerging research by describing
study results, significance, and methodologies. They also provide information about researchers, research
institutions, and funders. New releases are written to highlight the results of research studies and their
implications, and state this information upfront. Journalists routinely use news releases to determine the news
value of the research to their readers, viewers, or listeners. Researchers tend to rely on a professional
communications expert to write and distribute news releases. Releases are written using language that is easily
understood by 8th graders and avoids the use of scientific jargon. (See Appendix B for a sample news release.)

Distributing News Releases

Research centers within an academic institution can develop their own media lists or rely on university-
based media offices to distribute news releases. The latter option is best suited for new research centers.
Once a relationship with the university media relations office is established and their protocols understood,
the research center communications staff should build their own relationships with reporters and media
outlets. This includes sending out additional releases, making phone calls, and sending emails to individual
reporters to alert them to new developments. 
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Audience Who’s included? Why reach them? How to reach them?

Policy Makers

•Legislators at national,
state, and local levels

•Decision makers for
health care policies,
practices, insurers

•School officials
•Advocacy groups

•Play a key role in health and health
care policy at local and national
levels.

•Make decisions about health care
options, funding, treatments,
prevention strategies, regulations,
and taxation that can have great
impact on large numbers of people.

•Personal contact
•Targeted mailings
•Policy briefs
•Reports
•Educational forums
•Workshops
•News releases
•Web sites
•Newsletters

Health Care
Practitioners
and Providers

•Physicians
•Nurses
•Pharmacists
•Dentists
•Psychologists, mental

health providers
•Substance abuse

counselors
•Allied health

professionals
(nutritionist, PT, OT)

•Have direct contact with patient
populations and those at risk for
disease.

• Implement treatment and
prevention practices.

•Provide health education to
patients.

•Direct mailings
•Trade publications
•Educational forums
•Workshops
•Conferences
•Web sites

Public

•Disease-afflicted or
at-risk populations

•Hard to reach
populations

•Caregivers
•General public

•Need access to up-to-date
information about medical
treatments, disease risk, and
preventive actions in order to make
informed choices. 

•Have the capacity to make changes
in their own health and in the
health practices of those for whom
they care.

•TV
•Radio
•Print media
• Internet
•Popular magazines
•Web sites

Media

•Newspapers
•Magazines
•Television 
•Radio
• Internet

•Communicate information to
general public.

•Gain attention of policy makers and
other targeted audiences.

•Frame dialogue and debate on
issues.

•News releases
•Policy briefs
•Reports
•Scientific conferences
•Media conferences
•Media interviews
•Web sites
•Personal contact

Researchers
•Same discipline
•Other disciplines

• Inform about latest research
findings.

•Advance science.
•Encourage collaborations.

•Scientific publications
•Conferences
•Newsletters

Table 1. Reaching Audiences with Health-Related Research
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Peer-reviewed Empirical Articles
Articles published in peer-reviewed journals provide excellent communications
opportunities for researchers and research organizations. Articles in first-tier
publications, such as the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA), New
England Journal of Medicine, Nature, and Science, obviously present major
communications opportunities. These publications have their own internal
communications staff charged with promoting select articles in each issue. While
smaller journals do not have their own communications program, research center
communications staff can gain significant media coverage for articles in these journals
with well-written news releases and outreach to key reporters and other audiences.

Comparative Studies
As a subset of peer-reviewed articles, comparative studies are of interest to popular
and specialized media because they put research into context. Studies that present
a comprehensive picture of before-and-after scenarios, compare treatments or
events (such as policies and their effects), or look at differences among ethnic
groups are often of particular interest to the media. 

State-of-the-Science Review Papers
Publications that outline the current findings in a given area are not newsworthy in
themselves, but they are a tremendous resource for communications professionals
and journalists who track the development of knowledge in a given area. When
multiple authors are involved (either from multiple disciplines or when there are
several authors who are recognized leaders in the field, such as JAMA collaborative
papers), state-of-the-science papers gain even more attention.

Controversial Topics
When a topic area or result is controversial or suggests a position on an issue, such
as findings that drinking alcohol has health benefits, researchers may be
uncomfortable discussing potential implications and interpretations of their work. It
is best for researchers to maintain their roles as scientists, presenting the results
clearly and letting others draw their own conclusions. Researchers are justifiably
concerned that if they are perceived as advocates or activists, they may lose their
credibility and their research may be viewed as biased. Careful discussions between
the communications personnel and researchers are needed to be clear about how
results on controversial topics are presented. 

Managing Communications Crises and Opportunities
Research and researchers are not isolated from public scrutiny. As such, researchers
should work with a communications professional who is fully informed about their work
to develop a plan for dealing with sensitive or controversial research results. Similarly,
a communications professional can identify opportunities that might arise from current
and major news events, and develop strategies to effectively use these opportunities
to promote the researchers and their relevant work.

COMMUNICATIONS OPPORTUNITIES
AND CHALLENGES
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DEVELOPING THE MEDIA COMMUNICATIONS
SKILLS OF RESEARCHERS

Researchers who are interested in learning how to communicate more
effectively with the media and those whose research findings have broad appeal are
ideal candidates for media training.

Media training can be done as a general session for researchers and also on an
as-needed basis, usually in preparation for a specific event, such as the publication
of a major paper in a top-tier, peer-reviewed journal.

General training on the media process
should include information on deadlines
and embargoes, and what reporters are
looking for, as well as practice in
interviewing and presentation skills. Staff
communications professionals or other
consultants can provide such training in a
3- to 4-hour workshop. An important goal
of this training is to increase researchers’
comfort with the media. 

Specific training on an upcoming
publication prepares researchers to
succinctly answer questions, know key
message points, and articulate research
findings in brief sentences. Such training
often involves conducting practice
interviews.

Best Practices

Communications Tips for
Researchers
•Be easily accessible to reporters

at all times and return calls as
quickly as possible.

•Develop one main message and
repeat it.

•Conduct practice interviews.

•Prepare 20- and 90-second
explanations of the research, its
goals, and findings.

•Describe research findings in a
way that 8th graders can
understand.

•Avoid jargon.

•Develop analogies and metaphors
that help explain the research.

•Make it personal by giving
examples from real life.

•Be comfortable in politely
declining to answer a question
that falls outside the research
area.

•Refer to other experts when
necessary, even those at other
institutions.

•Learn how to stay on message
even when pressed to comment
on other topics. 
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Best Practices

Enhancing the Media Communication Skills of Researchers
View communications as an integral part of research. By viewing communications as
integral to the research process and not as an add-on activity, its potential impact,
reach, and effect are increased. The more communications opportunities and potentials
are planned for and thought through early, the better the end result.

Increase understanding of the media. Researchers often fear that they will be misquoted
or that their work will be misunderstood by the media. Such fears do not reflect typical
media experiences. The reporter who covers science is as much a professional as the
researcher, and is interested in depicting research results accurately. By reaching out to
reporters, researchers can gain control over and help shape the accuracy of their
message.

Gain media skills. Working with the media requires a skill set that is not typically acquired
during the normal course of a researcher’s training. Communications training can help
researchers gain necessary skills, and increase their comfort in working with the media.
Communications professionals, who are often former reporters, can be brought in to
lead workshops on how to work with the media.

Be cautious and clear, but not timid. Researchers are typically aware of the limitations of
their findings and do not want to overstate their results. As such, they may be concerned
that media attention may place “undue” emphasis on a finding. While this cautious
stance is valuable to the research process and important in considering communication
opportunities, too much caution can result in limited willingness to communicate a
finding that is perceived as not yet definitive or not yet empirically replicated. By
understanding the importance of communicating results and working with the media,
researchers can get the necessary information out and help educate the media about
how to weigh the results of the latest research in the context of available knowledge. 

Stay focused on communications goals. Science communications takes time. It also can
bring about great results, such as media attention to a health topic that garners interest
from policy makers, resulting in a policy change that improves health. Researchers who
stay focused on the overall aim of the research and the desired communications goals
will more easily understand the necessity of taking the time and effort to communicate
and the value it adds to the research. This is also true during a specific interview, when
researchers should have one message or point in mind and repeat that message.

1

3

2

4

5

               



24

Web sites are invaluable and versatile communications tools. They allow
organizations to keep interested audiences informed with up-to-date information and
respond quickly to changing circumstances. Web sites can also provide
comprehensive information, including the purpose of the research center, a
description of research projects, recruitment for studies, dissemination of news
releases, and bios and contact information for researchers and staff. Many people
go first to a Web site for information.

Budgeting for a Web Site
Initial cost for a Web site is about $4,000 to $7,000 (based on 2006 cost
estimates) depending on the extent of the design. Web sites that collect data or
offer other special functions cost more. Maintenance contracts cost about $1,000
per year. In the event that changes need to be made to the structure of an existing
site, a redesign can cost $2,000 to $6,000 or more. Editing or altering existing Web
documents is less costly. 

Value of a Web Site
The advantage of a Web site is in its versatility and timeliness. These advantages
greatly offset its cost. Traditional print pieces may cost about the same, but have a
shorter shelf life, may be difficult to disseminate, and cannot be as comprehensive.
The Web site serves as an efficient and accurate means of keeping people up to
date on many topics, including newly reported research findings or new grant
awards. Print publications can be added as PDF files to a Web site, increasing
distribution and decreasing printing costs. The Web also provides users with access
to other relevant research and institutional links.

Challenges in Web Site Development and Maintenance
Those new to Web design tend to underestimate the amount of content that will be
needed to develop the site and to keep it up to date, as well as underestimating
how long it will take to develop a new site. They may also spend too much time on
relatively insignificant details, such as deciding the appropriate size for a logo. 

Organizations can also make the mistake of delegating the job of maintaining the
Web site to an administrative person who often has neither experience with the Web
nor the time needed to  to and oversee its design, and make updates. This is
especially true when this person is teamed with a consultant or Web designer who
can create and maintain the more technical aspects of the site. 

WEB SITES AS COMMUNICATIONS TOOLS
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Lessons Learned

Web Site Development
Carefully think through Web site structures and identify the content areas needed for the life of the
research project. Once a Web site structure is in place, it can be expensive to revise. Taking time to think
through structure and content carefully at the onset is critical, including consideration of how to organize
content to reach diverse audiences, such as patients, researchers, and reporters.

Develop content early. It’s best to have as much content for the Web site available early so that all parties
involved in development understand what the Web site is about. This may mean buying a digital camera,
conducting a photo shoot, and writing text for the secondary pages early in the Web design process.

Take time to hire the right Web site designer or consultant. Finding a good fit between a Web site designer
and goals for the Web site can save time and money in the long run. It is important that the designer
understands the overall aim of the site and is willing to make this aim a priority (even if it means foregoing
the development of fancy Web elements). The designer should also understand the skills of your staff and
take these into consideration when designing the site.

Identify two or three Web sites whose look and organization you like. Use these as a template for
development and share with the Web designer. 

Think through animation and other state-of-the-art Web techniques carefully. While these features look
great, they can be expensive to create and often require viewers to have the current versions of browsers
and a high-speed Internet connection. 

Have dedicated and trained staff responsible for updating content and maintaining the Web site. A Web site
is a “live” entity that is most effective as a communications tool when it is frequently updated. Having staff
on hand to make these changes and keep the “face to the world” current is extremely valuable.

Choose Web software wisely. Certain software can add flexibility to Web site management, including the
ability to make simple changes to the site without needing to rely on the designer. 

Think through Web site addresses. The Web site address is important. If possible develop multiple URLs,
including traditional ones (university addresses) and URLs that could be easily remembered between hearing
a radio ad in the car and the opportunity to write it down (such as www.quitwithyale.org).

Allow time to develop the Web site. It is not uncommon for Web site development to take longer than
expected. Plan on needing 3 to 6 months to develop and launch a Web site.
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Evaluation of a Web Site
Web site tracking software is helpful in evaluating the effectiveness of a site,
including how a site is used, how the information is received, and the experience
that the reader takes away from the visit. This software allows for assessing traffic
to the Web site, including information about the most popular pages, the source of
visitors, and commonly used search terms. Evaluation software is usually available
though Web service providers and included in standard pricing.
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Making a commitment to include the communications function as a part of a
research effort is a shared responsibility among researchers, funders, and program
staff. When funders and key research personnel champion the communications
function at an institutional level, individual researchers are better able to incorporate
communications into the research process. 

Funders
Funders have a tremendous opportunity to leverage their research investment by
setting aside dedicated dollars for communications support. Research programs
funded across multiple institutions and focused on a well-defined problem are prime
targets for funding communications that are not biased toward any one institution.
Large grants made to individual institutions can be accompanied by a
communications budget supplement that is awarded separately on a competitive
basis. Research centers can be encouraged to designate specific funds for
communications in their grant applications. Because this would be a new approach
to research funding, funders may have to try different models in order to identify a
set of successful strategies to fund communications along with research grants. 

Universities and Research Institutions
Most universities already have institution-wide news and information offices that can
be helpful as general resources, such as in providing distribution lists for press
releases. It may not be practical to rely on these entities to develop targeted and
strategic communications efforts that reach out to specific audiences, as their goals
tend to focus on distributing information to a large, heterogenous audience and
promoting the institution as a whole.

Researchers 
The individual researcher is the key
element in the success of a scientific
communications program. Commun-
ications goals are best achieved when
researchers recognize that the end point
of gathering and analyzing data is not
just publication in a peer-reviewed
journal, but also informing the public
debate and educating the policy
process, wherever appropriate. At the
same time, researchers who have had
access to and worked with skilled
communications professionals have
often gained recognition among their
peers for being able to promote science
in an accurate and credible manner. 

Justifying Communications
Funding

Given tight resources for funding
research, it may seem hard to justify
putting money towards communications.
However, more funders are recognizing
the importance of communications, and
plans for dissemination of research
findings are increasingly called for in
grant proposals.

By keeping an eye on the long-range
visions and the mission of the research
and research center, and on the goal of
changing public policy and practice, the
value of the communications dollar is
better recognized. Attention generated as
a result of communications activities also
may help to secure future funding.

ROLE OF FUNDERS, RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS,
AND RESEARCHERS
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The need to communicate research results to the public, policy makers, and
scientists beyond one’s own discipline is a real and important responsibility for both
researchers and research organizations. There are multiple forces encouraging
researchers to widely disseminate the results of their work: funding institutions want
researchers to communicate to a wide range of audiences; the media is primed to
deliver research findings; policy makers and health care professionals use this
information to improve health care; and, importantly, a good portion of the public is
interested in hearing about scientific advances. 

Communications brings increased attention to
health-related issues. This awareness
promotes improved public health at broad
policy and individual levels, allowing policy
makers and consumers to make decisions
based on scientific evidence. In turn, this
attention increases recognition of the need for
research funding. 

Communications helps advance science by
building bridges across disciplines. Many
scientific advances in the future are likely to
come from transdisciplinary collaborations;
innovations are sparked by the intersection of
different disciplines. But individual researchers
often have neither the time nor the technical
understanding to search for and read scientific
papers outside their own area. By learning from
the popular media about scientific advances in
other fields, researchers may find their own
interests informed by new ideas. 

Communications fosters the development of a sense of community and belonging
within a research organization or university. It can be the glue that facilitates the
exchange of information and knowledge. It also provides a repository of institutional
history, maintaining a record of accomplishments that can be used to develop the
research program into the future.

Despite the increasing demand to present scientific findings to the public, most
researchers have little experience or training in dealing directly with nonscientific
audiences, or even with researchers outside their own fields. We need not expect,
though, that researchers become experts in communications. Rather, a strong
collaboration between researchers and communications professionals can extend
the reach and impact of scientific inquiry.

CONCLUSIONS

“When I first began a program
of communications, I thought
it would be a distraction. Now
I have an understanding that
communications is a separate
discipline and that it has value
to our research. I have a much
greater appreciation for the
need to reach out and share
my research with a broader
audience.”

Frances Leslie, PhD
Professor
Department of Pharmacology
School of Medicine
University of California, Irvine

    



Annual Communications Budget* 

Personnel

Communications director $50,000 - $70,000 for a full-time employee

OR

Science writer $50-$70/hour

Communications/Marketing

Print products (policy briefs, reports, press kits, $4,000 - $12,000

and other promotional materials)

Web site (more money for development; $2,000 - $7,000

less money for maintenance)

Mailing/Distribution of Communications Products $500 - $3,000

Media Lists $2,000

Office Operations

Supplies, books, journals

Telephone

Postage $2,000-$5,000

Software

Duplicating

Training/Professional development

Media training for researchers $1,000 - $3,000

Continuing education & professional $1,000 - $2,500

development for communications staff 

Consultation

Logo Development $500-$2,000

Graphics/Design $500-$2,000
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APPENDIX A
EXAMPLE: COMMUNICATIONS BUDGET

*Based on 2006 Cost Estimates.
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uw-tturc News Release
FOR RELEASE: Thurs., June 24, 2004 Contact: Gloria Meyer

Phone number, e-mail address 

Too Few Doctors Ask Teens about Smoking
New Study Documents Missed Opportunities

Doctors are failing to identify smoking status in about half of the adolescent patients seen according
to a just-published University of Wisconsin study. Physicians addressed tobacco use even less often
with younger teens, missing an opportunity to intervene with those experimenting with tobacco use.

Based on an audit of Wisconsin Medicaid medical records, researchers found those least likely to
be asked about their smoking status were younger patients, patients who were not pregnant and
those from rural areas. Just 55 percent of adolescent patients seeing a physician in a two-year
period were asked about their smoking status and only five percent of patients’ charts included
smoking status as a vital sign, a government-backed recommendation. 

“Previous studies may have overestimated interventions with adolescents because they were based
on physician self-report,” said Tammy Sims, M.D., M.S., the study’s lead author from University of
Wisconsin Transdisciplinary Tobacco Use Research Center. “Through analysis of patient charts, we
have found that physicians are losing a golden opportunity to intervene with current teen smokers
and to dissuade potential smokers among the younger teen population.”

Information for the study, published in the journal Health Services Research, was gleaned from
patient charts randomly selected from Wisconsin Medicaid HMO eligibility files from January 1997
to January 1999. The study, focused on individuals 11 to 21 years old, found that tobacco use was
documented on 55 percent of patient charts. Of those documented, 35 percent were current
tobacco users (99.3 smokers and 0.7 percent smokeless tobacco users), 8 percent former smokers
and 57 percent never smokers... 

...The study found that older adolescents were more likely to have their smoking status recorded
than younger adolescents. In fact, the odds of having smoking status documented in their charts
increased by 21 percent for every one-year increase in the patient's age. Smoking status was less
likely to be recorded in charts of patients from rural areas. Patients in urban or suburban areas were
almost twice as likely as rural patients to have smoking status recorded.

“We also saw a failure to address tobacco status at more than one visit,” said Sims. “This coupled
with their reluctance to ask younger adolescents about smoking status means that physicians were
unlikely to identify early experimenters--another missed opportunity...”

...Researchers acknowledge that a gap may exist between what a physician discusses during an
office visit and what is written in the patient’s medical record. However, paper documentation is vital
for reimbursement of services as well as for quality control and medical-legal reasons. 

The University of Wisconsin Transdisciplinary Tobacco Use Research Center (TTURC) is one of seven
centers funded by the National Cancer Institute and the National Institute on Drug Abuse to
investigate new ways to combat tobacco use and nicotine addiction, using an innovative, integrated
approach. The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation also funds the TTURCs at these institutions through
the Partners with Tobacco Use Research Centers program. The Partners program supplements the
TTURC research by supporting tobacco-related policy research and communications activities. 

Briefly describe
study methods to
help the reader
understand how
research was
conducted.

Headline and
first sentence
should catch
reader’s interest
and state results
in clear, everyday
language.

Highlight what the
finding means,
who should care,
and why.

Identify journal
where study is
published. If it is
a leading journal,
give the name in
the first two
paragraphs.

Provide details to
substantiate
study findings,
including quotes
from study
authors. 

Identify the
institution where
research was
conducted and
be sure to name
funders. 

Embargoed until 8:00 am CT
Thursday, June 24, 2004

State limitations
of the study. 

APPENDIX B
EXAMPLE: NEWS RELEASE
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APPENDIX C
EXAMPLE: RESEARCH BRIEF
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APPENDIX D
EXAMPLE: POLICY BRIEF
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