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Today’s Talk

 Science communication – What is it? Why do we 
need it?

 How we (accidentally) became science 
communicators and what we’ve learned

 Ways science communication is a key aspect of 
public health (lab) work and how you too can 
(intentionally) be a science communicator

 Questions
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Science 
Communication:

What is it?

Why do we need it?
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What is “communication”?

5

Working definition: Communication is the things we do to get an idea 
from our head into someone else’s head with as much fidelity as possible. 



What is #scicomm?

Science communication is communicating 
science-related topics to non-experts. 

We do this all the time—including with other 
scientists. 
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Misinformation and Disinformation

9

Disinformation
False information that is intentionally
used to deceive or harm. 

Misinformation
Information that is simply incorrect.



Misinformation 
has always 

existed
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“An infodemic is an overabundance of 
information, both online and offline… 

Mis- and disinformation can be 
harmful to people’s physical and 

mental health; increase stigmatization; 
threaten precious health gains; and 

lead to poor observance of public 
health measures.” 

– World Health Organization

Public Health Crises are Ripe for 
Spread of Mis- and Disinformation

Information overwhelm
Decision fatigue
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Uncertainty and Misinformation
High uncertainty provides misinformation 
the opportunity to spread – it creates an 
information vacuum/data voids, generating 
demand and the opportunity for bad actors 
to fill the space with disinformation. 



What’s happening with measles today?
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Source: CDC



Our information environments are 
determined by our political beliefs, social 

networks, and digital behaviors
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• Media increasingly fragmented

• Each of us has an information 
ecosystem based on values, 
networks, past behaviors

• Social media algorithms create 
“echo chambers” and are hard to 
predict, study, and escape



Misinformation in times of 
uncertainty is an old problem.

Social media and other new 
technology have just facilitated 
its opportunity, scope and 
speed!

“Falsehood flies, and the 
truth comes limping after it.” 

– Jonathan Swift, 1710.
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Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, social media has rapidly 
become a crucial communication tool for 
information generation, dissemination, 
and consumption. 

Social media has changed 
diffusion of information landscape
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Generative AI amplifies mis/disinformation

• Not objective
• Summarizing all available content, 

regardless of source
• Fake/doctored images and videos
• Chatbots
• Deep Fakes
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Our own biases also play a role
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Inherent biases influence the way we seek, perceive, and use information.

Biases
- Anchoring bias      
- Confirmation bias
- Commitment bias
- Framing effect
- Recency bias
- Availability bias
- Negativity bias
- Repetition bias

Other influences
- Dunning-Kruger effect
- Bandwagon effect

https://thosenerdygirls.org/?s=cognitive+bias

https://thosenerdygirls.org/?s=cognitive+bias
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Framing Effect
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https://doi.org/10.1101/2022.05.09.22274840

Positive framing increased vaccine intent by at 
least 5 percentage points over negative framing.

99% germ-free Only 1% germs

vs.
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So…what can 
we do?



How we 
(accidentally) 
became 
science 
communicators 
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Dear Pandemic/TNG Origin Story

March 5, 2020: CDC changed the COVID-19 
case definition; Co-founder, Dr. Malia Jones 
wrote an email that went viral
March 7, 2020: Called Dr. Alison Buttenheim 
@ U Penn for help
March 8, 2020: Dr. Phil called her
March 10, 2020: Dear Pandemic launched on 
Instagram & Facebook
March 11, 2020: Taped Dr. Phil (remotely!)
March 15, 2020: Malia and Alison invited a 
few friends to help out “for a few weeks”
… 5 years later, it is still going!
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What have we done?
• 4-14 unique content posts per week since 

March 2020 
• Many channels!

– Those Nerdy Girls on Facebook 
(111,000+), Instagram (21,000+), Twitter 
(14,600+), Threads (13,000+), LinkedIn 
(3,000+), BlueSky (4,300+), Substack 
newsletter (16,500+) and website.

• Many readers! Monthly reach of 500K
• Multiple languages!
• Take a look!

www.thosenerdygirls.org 
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How many?!!

¿Las Nerdy Girls 
tambien?

Tell us your exact 
question!

What have we done?



What else did we do?
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• 600+ media interviews

• Local and national outlets

• Direct links to our content 
and graphics



What else did we do?
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All-volunteer* collaboration.
Thousands and thousands of hours.

65+ people in
total at some
point over the 
past 5 years!

Who did it?

MK Haber, 
FNP-C, IBCLC
Executive Director



What are we doing now?

Mission: TNG helps our readers make better health 
decisions by providing practical and factual health 
information. As trusted messengers, we build readers’ 
confidence in navigating health information and sharing 
their knowledge with others.

Vision: We envision a world in which everyone has the tools 
and confidence to make evidence-informed health 
decisions.
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What are we doing now?

Curiosity 

Humility

Accessibility

ImpartialityEquity

Respect
Multiple

Perspectives

Our Values

Empathy 

Collegiality
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What are we doing now?

Reproductive 
Health 

Aging 
Infectious
Disease

Data 
Literacy

Mental 
Health 

General
Health

Our Topics
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is Central
How to build it?

• Show up before there is a crisis

• Engage in two-way communication

• Be experts but also humans

• Talk about science as a process, not a body of facts

• Acknowledge uncertainty

• Prioritize transparency

34



Two-way Communication 
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 Receive questions from 
readers (6000+ to date)

 Respond to comments, 
messages

 Email readers



CDC Definition of Being Exposed to COVID-19:
Spending >15 minutes <6 feet away from someone 
over a 24-hour period in the 2 days before that person 
developed symptoms or tested positive (or anytime
during their isolation period) means you are a close 
contact to a case and have been exposed.

Static information 
isn’t sufficient

OKAY, BUT….

• What if I was wearing a mask?
• What if we were outdoors?
• What happens when you are the 

contact of a close contact?
• At what point should I get tested?
• Do I need to quarantine?
• What if I am vaccinated?
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What about raw cheese?

Is it safe to fill my bird feeders?

Can I walk my dogs if there’s
goose poop on the sidewalk?

Is it safe to eat beef?

When you say antivirals work well 
against H5N1, how well is well?

The need isn’t 
going away



Need to unlearn academic writing
Communicating in plain language is a learned skill 
and must be practiced!

• Use audience-centered, 
authentic writing

• Stick to a SOCO
• Lean on tools
• Befriend infographics
• Diversify your social media 

platforms
• Do it with others

38https://publichealthcollaborative.org/resources/plain-language-for-public-health/

https:///
https:///
https://publichealthcollaborative.org/resources/plain-language-for-public-health/
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Helpful to address data, media, and 
science literacy (as well as biases) 



Lean on (Trusted) Partners
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Local media can be partners too
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Scicomm is 
essential public 
health (lab) work, 
and you can 
(intentionally) be 
a science 
communicator, 
too!
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SciComm = Essential Public Health

Communication is a form of public health prevention

 Knowledge is power
 SciComm duty to drown 

out false information
 Empower people to make 

choices that lead to better 
health

But teaching people to be better information consumers 
is not enough…
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SciComm requires a Systems Approach

This includes you!
• From reactive to proactive
• Strong health information 

ecosystem
• Core public health function
• Intentional & systematic approach
• Written into grants
• Grow the evidence base
• Dedicated resources (people, time, 

funds as available)
44
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How do you as 
public health 

laboratorians…
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Build trust?

Know your audience?

Engage in two-way communication?

Learn and practice plain language writing?

Develop interdisciplinary teams?

Partner with media?

Become content creators?









SOCO 1
“Alignment with Permanent Standard Time 
is associated with improved circadian 
entrainment, which supports optimal sleep 
duration and quality — key determinants of 
long-term health outcomes and 
physiological well-being.”

SOCO 2
Permanent Standard Time is best for our 
sleep and circadian biology, which is 
fundamental to overall health and well-
being.

Learn & practice plain language writing

Single Overarching Communication 
Objective (SOCO)
Main message a.k.a. “If you remember 
nothing else from this presentation…”
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vs.



“I would have written a 
shorter letter, but I did not 

have the time.”
Blaise Pascal

French philosopher and mathematician
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https://www.facebook.com/thosenerdygirls/posts/177977503830905

Fight misinformation 
with a truth sandwich

https://www.futurehindsight.com/blog/george-lakoffs-truth-sandwich



Partnering with your health department’s 
communications team
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Often looking for trusted 
and capable spokespeople

Establish Lab/Comms 
standing meetings

Provide media/ 
communications training?



Engaging with the media
What is the lab doing that’s newsworthy? 
Lab Week (April 20-26)

What do you need to be prepared to talk 
to the media?

 Approval from your health department’s 
comms team

 Media training
 Create memorable talking points
 Practice, record yourself, and play it back
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Make what 
you say 

memorable

Story: reinforces the message 
by sharing a personal, real-life 
example

Stat: a number paints a mental 
picture or offers a perspective; 
must be relevant and easy to 
understand

Quote: memorable metaphor, 
analogy or phrase

Supports your message 
(talking point or SOCO)
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Become content creators
Unlike the media, YOU control the narrative.
Some formats (start easy!)
• Q&A – pick ones you know the answer to; written FAQ, text or 

simple smartphone video
• Infographics– e.g., Instagram carousel, use Canva templates
• Short video – (1-min ask the expert); script, filming, light 

editing, but still brief and focused
• Blog post – writing and editing, can be tedious
• Podcasts – planning, recording, editing, coordinating guests
• Long-form interviews – time-intensive, more prep, production
• Live stream – high-pressure, tech setup, real-time management
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From Those Nerdy Girls
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Additional Resources

Federal Plain Language Guidelines

PHCC Plain Language for Public Health

WHO Principles for Effective Communications

60

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/
https://publichealthcollaborative.org/communication-tools/plain-language-for-public-health/
https://www.who.int/about/communications/principles
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