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Today’s agenda

• Part 1
• How science becomes a mainstream story

• Current media landscape

• Developing your message
• Methods

• Audience identification

• Power of three

• Identify, answer difficult questions

• Writing exercise

• Part 2:
• Tips for a successful interview

• Practice
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The research

The write‐up
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The release

The coverage
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Reporters are…

• Not evil 

• Busy

• Generalist (exceptions)

• Looking for someone to answer questions

• Filling newscast/column with compelling, interesting 
stories

• More work, fewer people to do it

• Working with 24/7 deadlines 

• Professional question askers

Journalist

• Headline

• Quick overview

• Certainty

• Perspectives matter

• Emotional

• Driven by deadlines

Scientist

• Cumulative evidence

• In depth

• Uncertainty

• Credentials matter

• Rational

• Slow, ongoing
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Developing YOURmessage



Comm 5660, Science Communication Workshop
Cornell University
Class notes

3/7/2019

Copyright © 2007‐2019 by Lesley Yorke, Claudia 
Wheatley, Melissa Osgood, Ellen Leventry, Linda Beltz 
Glaser, and Bruce Lewenstein 6

11

Flip the Triangle

Background

Details and 
Methods

Conclusion/
Results

Scientific/Scholarly Communication

Conclusion/ 
Results

So what?!

Background

Communicating with the Public

Audience:
• Know your audience

• What language, information, and ideas connect with your audience?

• What do they know about this topic?

• What do they read? Watch?

• What is their age?

• Where do they live?
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Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/

Goal: What you want to achieve?

Difficult Question(s):

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Message:  What do you want to say?

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/
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Goal: What you want to achieve?

Difficult Question(s):

Message:  What do you want to say?

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Difficult Question(s):

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Message:  What do you want to say?

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/

Goal: What you want to achieve? What do you want the audience to think, feel, do or say as a result of the 
interview?
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The image part with relationship ID rId3 was not found in the file.

Goal: What you want to achieve?

Difficult Question(s):

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/

Message:  What do you want to say? What is the headline you want to see?

Goal: What you want to achieve?

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Message:  What do you want to say?

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/

Difficult Question(s):

The one you don’t know the answer to 
The one that requires you to speculate
The one that invites you to share a controversial opinion 
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Key messages

3is the magic number

Structure: Problem, solution, benefit

Make sure your message is
• Truth
• Concise
• Your area of expertise
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Talking Point:

• Detail:
• Detail:
• Detail:
• Example/Enhancer:

Talking Point:

• Detail:
• Detail:
• Detail:
• Example/Enhancer:

Talking Point:

• Detail:
• Detail:
• Detail:
• Example/Enhancer:

Message 
Triangle

Goal: What you want to achieve?

Difficult Question(s):

Audience: Who are your audiences?

Message:  What do you want to say?

Sample methods

Details, details, details

• Be specific

• Avoid jargon

• Give examples

• Analogies: Simplify complex ideas

• Personal Experience/Story of the Quest
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What would you rather listen to?

• Even in the simplest system of 
particles suspended in a liquid, 
scientists are still debating the 
mechanism for shear thickening.

• Ever play with Oobleck? That 
weird, gooey stuff that 
miraculously turns hard? I loved 
playing with it as a kid, and I 
wanted to figure out how fluids 
like Oobleck can go from liquid 
to solid in the blink of an eye.

Source: https://www.compassscicomm.org/
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EXAMPLE: 
COMPASS

Reproduction is more than a sperm
fertilizing an egg:

• Sperm are accompanied by a cocktail of 
seminal proteins

• Female is different creature after mating
• Why Drosophila? Because sex is complicated.
• Interactions are “up close and personal,”

unlike broadcast pheromones

Audience: Attendees at American Association for the Advancement of Science panel
Goal: Brief science journalists about new findings in a long-term research project and its implications
Message: We study seminal proteins of fruit flies, which have dramatic influences on females, but only if female agrees to dance.
Difficult questions: Are you going to release genetically modified insects? Can the same techniques be applied to humans?

Mating is both a battle and a ballet:

• Battle between males: seminal proteins are a “weapon” that 
makes females reluctant to mate with other males
• Battle between male and female: What is good for the gander 
may not be good for the goose
• Ballet between male and female:  male protein is processed 
only in female

More than an interesting question about chemical communication in 
Drosophila:

• Interactions in Drosophila are analogous to Mosquito, including those that carry diseases like 
West Nile virus and Dengue fever
• Millions of humans are affected by WNV and Dengue, and there are no vaccines for either
• One way to address spread of disease is to impede ability of insect vectors to reproduce

Brief science
journalists at AAAS

about our work and its
implications

EXAMPLE: Message Triangle

26
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When a reporter calls…

Questions to ask the reporter

• Name? 

• Outlet/Organization?

• What is the story about?

• Do you have any background in the subject?

• Who else will you interview?

• What is the format of the interview? 

• How long is the interview?

• What is your deadline?

• Can I call you right back?
• Research reporter and outlet
• Should you do the interview?
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Interview Tips

• You’re in the driver’s seat

• Everything you say is reportable

• Anticipate questions

• Avoid jargon

• Know your talking points, practice speaking in concise phrases

• Don’t be afraid to repeat your message

• Do not assume that the reporter knows your topic

• Develop a one‐page summary or fact sheet

• Record your interview

Handling tough questions

• Don’t lose sight of the audience

• Don’t argue with reporter 

• Be politely assertive, correct errors

• Never say “No Comment”

• Body language 

• Keep calm and talk slowly

• Learn and practice transition techniques 

• Remember everything is on the record

• Stick to your message!
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Transition techniques

Bridging
 Answer question briefly
 Follow up with key message
 “Yes… and in addition to that…”
 “I can’t speak to that, but what I can tell you is…”

Flagging
 Highlights most important part
 “The most critical point to remember is…”
 “Just follow these tips…”

32

Dress for success

• Dress:
• No white
• No patterns, including herringbone, stripes
• Best choices: dark or neutral shades
• Conservative jewelry

• Say “yes” to make‐up
• Keep it light, natural‐looking
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Techniques for on‐air interviews

• Smile

• Look at reporter or wherever they tell you to

• Pay attention to nonverbal

• Plant yourself, no movement/swivel

• Use natural gestures

• If sitting, lean toward camera 

• Voice: expressive, animated, steady speed

• Enunciate

Techniques for Skype/Google+/Zoom

1. Do you have high‐speed internet?
2. Test, update technology before the interview
3. Look at the camera, not the screen
4. Camera should be at eye level
5. Natural lighting
6. Dress the part
7. Prepare your surroundings
8. Close/turn off distractions
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Techniques for radio

1. Close/turn off distractions
2. Smile
3. Stand or sit at attention
4. Use your hands

36

Practice Interviews

• Create groups; assign roles
• Interviewer

• Interviewee

• Camera Operator

• Reviewer/critic

• Observer/Timekeeper

• Conduct two‐minute interviews

• Evaluate (see next slide)

• Switch roles until all participants have been interviewed
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Tips for Evaluation

• Did I get my message across?

• What did I forget to mention?

• How could I have better incorporated my talking points 
into my answers?

• Did I use my talking points when replying to difficult 
questions?

• Was I relaxed, calm, and natural?

• What can I do to be more effective?

38

“Best of” Interviews

• Each group selects its “best” interview
• It may be the most successful

• Or, it can be an example of a “lesson learned”

• Each group shares their interview with the class

• Review and provide feedback

• Wrap up and final questions


