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By Joseph k. gaydos

How to Better Communicate as a Scientist

Afew years ago, a friend gave my 10-year-
old daughter an encyclopedia of animals 
of the world for her birthday. As she 

unwrapped it and went to set it down, I grabbed 
it and began reading. It was well done, yet playful 
and appealing to kids her age, but the first thing 
out of my mouth was that they had incorrectly 
used a picture of a striped hyena for a spotted hy-
ena. My kids sighed and rolled their eyes, my wife 
hit me on the arm, and I thought to myself, “Why 
am I such a scientist?” 
 
Being scientists, most members of The Wildlife 
Society won’t see that as a negative. But I had 
just read Randy Olson’s book Don’t Be Such a 
Scientist (Island Press), in which he points out 
that as a group, scientists tend to be negative, too 
literal, poor story tellers and can even be seen as 
unlikable or arrogant—or, in the words of my teen 
daughters, “not cool” and “boring.” 

So who cares, right? We aren’t teenagers mo-
tivated by public popularity; we are thinkers 
motivated by questions and answers and a 
dedication to managing resources for long-term 
sustainability and the good of the whole. True, but 
we are also living in an age where most people get 
their information from places other than where 
scientists publish. Consequently our information 
is often not read, heard, used, or even believed. 
This creates a scientific vacuum in a world of 
information overload where anybody can put up a 
website and claim to be an expert. Unfortunately, 
we as the scientists who have data are not partici-
pating in these conversations.

Getting Your Message Heard
If you are a wildlife professional who has ever 
been faced with hunters not believing your 
data and questioning your management recom-
mendations, or have had to deal with angry 
property-rights advocates questioning not only 
your results but your integrity, then Don’t Be 
Such a Scientist should be on your professional 
reading list. This is not a book about how to be 

cool and not boring (I haven’t found those books, 
yet). It is, however, a book about the challenges 
that scientists face in our attempts to commu-
nicate with the general public. Olson, a tenured 
marine biology professor at the University of 
New Hampshire, gave up his career to move to 
Hollywood to become a movie producer. Using 
humor, Olson uses stories from his life and real-
life examples of scientific failures and successes 
to walk us through why the odds are stacked 
against scientists for being able to communicate 
with the masses. Like me realizing my negativity 
with a children’s book, you will laugh as you see 
yourself in one of Olson’s examples of Power-
Point failures, interview missteps, or a scientist’s 
unrealistic expectations to strike the heart of the 
general public by citing facts. 

Probably more important is that each chapter 
is focused on what we can do to improve our 
communication skills, bringing us a little closer 
to better communication. For instance, early 
on in the book, Olson encourages scientists to 
avoid being so cerebral. He talks of the perils of 
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being too prepared for an interview, noting 
that while we need to be prepared and know 
our facts and main messages, we also need to 
be able to listen to the interviewer and trust 
that we will be able to respond naturally and 
accurately. It’s this, according to Olson, and 
not heaps of facts, that makes us sound like 
normal people and become believable in the 
public’s eye. Olson also instructs us on how 
to motivate people before educating them, or 
in non-science-speak: arouse, then fulfill. The 
author offers advice for telling accurate and 
interesting stories and even provides sugges-
tions for becoming more likable. 

Recipe for Successful Outreach
Another book that might help with improving 
your science communications—although not as 
easy to read or as humorous as Olson’s book—
is Nancy Baron’s Escape from the Ivory Tower 
(Island Press). Baron is a science writer, zoolo-
gist, and lead communications trainer for the 
Communication Partnership for Science and 
the Sea (COMPASS) and the Leopold Leader-
ship Program. Her book is more of a how-to 
manual, with tools, strategies, and case studies 
on topics such as “What journalists want from 
you” to “Acing your interview.” Baron also of-
fers instructive stories of successes and failures 
in science communication.

Although I didn’t find Baron’s book as gripping 
as Olson’s, I tend to go back to it again and 
again—like a cookbook you would never expect 
to memorize but use frequently—as I try to 
craft clear messages for press releases, prepare 
for radio interviews, or speak to policymakers 
about wildlife health issues.

As scientists and as stewards of the world’s 
wildlife populations, wildlife biologists have 
an obligation to speak for our science so it is 
available and accessible to those who need to 
use it to make important decisions. No two 
books will change the fact that scientists are not 
trained communicators and too often are not at 
the table where important decisions are being 
made, but these books will help. You know your 
data, what they tell us, and what the implica-
tions are to the world at large. It’s time we all 
step out of our comfort zone, put our best foot 
forward, and become a part of the discussion. 
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