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Communicating scientific data to the public, especially in an age of sound bite journalism, can be a point of frustration and concern for many health researchers.  For example, preliminary findings from exploratory studies may be unexpectedly framed by the popular media as being more conclusive than the data would support; while presentations of reliably strong findings – such as the link between tobacco exposure and lung cancer –may be called into question by industry spokespersons peddling “doubt” as a way of muddying the debate and protecting self-interest.  In this context, it may be tempting for many health scientists to withdraw from public discussion.  Yet, without the active participation of content experts, the public often finds its understanding clouded by disconnected reports of data, a problem of the information age that journalist David Shenk referred to as “Data Smog.”  To empower scientists with tools for cutting through that smog, this talk will summarize some of the key psychological findings on how to communicate data to lay audiences effectively.  Using an “OPT In” framework, the talk will illustrate how Organization, Planning, Testing, and keeping an eye toward Integration can help place the public conversation back onto a foundation of evidence.   Organizing refers to identifying findings that are ready for dissemination, evaluating levels of evidence (from settled vs. controversial science), and thinking through issues of timing and public need.  Planning phase refers to the preparations customarily undertaken through any major communication activity including: (a) identifying objectives, (b) analyzing audience(s), (c) considering context / medium, (d) developing preliminary messages, and (e) creating a plan for reaching audiences.  Testing refers to the formative evaluation processes that can be used to improve the fidelity, usability, and utility of the message and accompanying materials.  Testing methodologies may range from the use of qualitative techniques such as focus groups and concurrent protocol analysis to quantitative analyses of Web traffic, survey data, or objective quality indicators.  Integrating recognizes that the biggest problem for most consumers is figuring out how new data may relate to old, and what the implications would be for their own healthy behaviors.  In health communication, “problem” messages that are not connected to explicit safety messages can lead to paralysis, fear, inaction, and /or blunting.  Opting in to the conversation means going through all the steps of connecting a cogent message to targeted audiences in usable ways.

