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T.180: "Contentious Communication from the Classroom to the Chat Room: How to
Have Productive Conversations about Emotionally Charged Topics."
Paper 178-1: Be a Voice for Science
Scientists may be reluctant to speak out about contentious issues, concerned that
they may not be seen as impartial or believing that “politicking” sullies their science.
This reluctance has contributed to the erosion of public trust and support of science.
However, it is possible to be an advocate for science while maintaining (or even
increasing) trust and respect for scientific research and the scientific researcher.
The Geological Survey of Alabama (GSA) is mandated to explore for, characterize, and
report Alabama’s natural resources in support of economic development,
conservation, management, and public policy for the betterment of Alabama’s
citizens, communities, and businesses. As GSA employees, we are called to provide
the necessary information so that all stakeholders can make prudent decisions.
When a local community learned that the GSA was conducting an evaluation on an oil
sands resource near them, they became anxious and upset that resource exploitation
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was inevitable and could have significant negative impact on their lives. Through
effective communication, including public meetings and townhalls and educational
outreach materials, we were able to alleviate their concerns by demonstrating that
we were providing them the information necessary to make their own decisions. By
presenting facts in an approachable way, we became a trusted partner in their
community. We explain our role as, “We can’t tell you what’s best for you to do, but
we can provide you the information necessary so that you can make the decision that
is best for you and your community and interests.”
A similar approach can be used when working with other decision-makers.
Participation in programs such as Society-sponsored congressional visits days can be a
great way to understand how the value of scientific research is best communicated to
a policy-maker. We have found that decision-makers want input from scientists to
help drive sound policies based in fact. Therefore, being a voice for science is not
seen as political, but rather as an important public service.
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I work for the Geological Survey of Alabama, a state government agency similar in scope to the USGS,
but at the state level. We have an information mandate – GSA is mandated to explore for,
characterize, and report Alabama’s mineral, energy, water, and biological resources in support of
economic development, conservation, management, and public policy for the betterment of
Alabama’s citizens, communities, and businesses.
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This is what I thought it might be like to advocate for science.
These are powerful, influential people! How do I talk to them?
Will they even care? [OMG HUMAN INTERACTION WITH NONSCIENTISTS]
But it’s part of what needs to be done.

What does this mean? It means that I have to get face to
face with policy makers and other stakeholders,
including everyday people, and help them understand
the science behind the decisions they might need to

3

make relating to natural resources.
This helps them humanize science (not many actually
know “real” scientists!) It helps them connect what we
do to their districts and communities.
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Several years ago, there was interest in researching the oil sands resource in NW
Alabama. The GSA was in charge of updating the resource assessment and
researching potential methods of extraction, including their efficiency and
environmental impact.
This is important so that people – particularly those who live and work in the area –
can make informed decisions about how (or IF) development of the resource occurs.
But that’s not the message that was spread through the media or in the communities.
[ADVANCE] For example, strip mine was never considered – [ADVANCE] and this
meant the public was very distrustful of any information put out there.
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Think about what your audience needs first
The communities were concerned that their land was going to be taken away and
destroyed, outside of their control. We arranged public meetings, to provide
information on what we were doing and WHY.
By addressing that concern – telling them that GSA doesn’t tell people or companies
if they should or should not develop – we just provide the information necessary for
them to decide how or even if they want to develop the resource. Without our
research, citizens and investors might not have access to unbiased information
necessary to make appropriate decisions.
Photos From TimesDaily.com (online version of a Florence, AL, newspaper)
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What made these interactions successful?
The key was communicating with them on their terms – by
drawing on shared values; by highlighting the impact on their
constituents/communities – we were able to make connections.
AGU has GREAT resources – their toolkits are useful and easy to
follow. Webinars such as this are a huge benefit.
Build upon shared values – tell a story – flip the pyramid.
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Another effective way of communicating is to “flip the pyramid” – put your main
point first.
Provide more details if there’s time and interest.
AGU, GSA, AAAS all have GREAT resources – their toolkits are useful and easy to
follow. Webinars such as this are a huge benefit.
Build upon shared values – tell a story – flip the pyramid.
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Let me share another story – working with federal legislators.
You might think that talking with the public and talking with
legislators is really different, but it’s not.
Ask for what you want immediately. Don’t get bogged down in
detail. Leave information behind.
Meetings with policy makers aren’t scary! They’re people just
like you and me. Typically, you won’t even be meeting directly
with the legislator, but rather their staff.
And truly, they do want to meet with us. Any time the staff can
rely on someone to give them useful information, they
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appreciate it. Often staffers are responsible for many different
issues, and don’t have time to stay up to date on every single
one.
REDIRECT back to your points if they try to get you sidetracked. (Share story of Rep. Brooks)
AL team (Adam Kobelski, Prabhakar Clement, and Denise Hills),
with Rep. Mike Rogers (R-Tuskegee, 2nd from left), and Lexi
Schultz (AGU, Director of Public Affairs).
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And finally:
Remember – this is a marathon not a sprint. If your first interaction doesn’t go as well
as you’d hoped, try again learning from your experience. Be sure to follow up with
the office or point of contact after your face to face visit, and continue to develop
that relationship! I’ve been following up with the offices I’ve visited and had very
positive responses. I haven’t yet scheduled any district visits, but I’m working with
several offices to figure out what might fit with both our schedules.
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So empowering!
The staff were always courteous and friendly. Even more so –
they were interested, and sometimes even EXCITED, about what
we had to share.
It wasn’t always easy – sometimes the questions were a bit
more blunt that I was expecting (for example, “Should I cut
entitlements like Medicaid to fund your science?”) – but no one
was flat out “anti-science”
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