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Schedule

2:00 - 3:00pm

3:00-3:05pm

The importance of science communications and 
knowing your audience 

Break

3:05 - 3:25pm Policy engagement with research

3:25 - 3:35pm Communications at CARES - what we've done 
and how we can work better together 

3:35 – 4:00pm Q&A

4:00pm Refreshments



2:00 – 3:00pm 

The importance of science 
communications and 
knowing your audience 



Why should you

care about communicating 
your work?



Share latest findings with a wide audience

• Share your knowledge and expertise

• Raise your profile

• Inform public debate

• Generate excitement about your project/research

• Build support for your work from local communities

Create impact

• Inform policy-making

• New collaborators

Promote your organisation

• Demonstrate value to society

• Attract funding



What makes a story newsworthy?

IS IT NEWS?

•Brand new discovery

•First time ever…

•Significant milestone

•Volunteers/ public engagement needed

•UK-relevant (for UK media)

•Stories not subjects



What makes a story newsworthy?

Relevance to people's lives
Topical/ fits news agenda

Quirky Surprising



What makes a story newsworthy?

Strong images or video

• Not stock

• Own rights, or have permission



How do we select stories?

• We need at least five working days’ notice

• We are able to embargo the release 

• The first and/or last author(s) are from Cambridge

• The story is likely to be covered in national and/or 
international media outlet

• Have you ever seen this type of story covered in the 
media?

• Strong video or images

• It is of strategic importance (e.g. a major grant or 
donation)

• The story fits into a particular campaign

• Is another organisation already publicising the study?





Snakes in potted olive trees ‘tip of the iceberg’ of ornamental 
plant trade hazards



Media coverage: what to expect



Responding to journalists by email

Journalists often work to very tight deadlines. Respond as soon as possible.

Don’t expect to see the article before it’s published.



Speaking to journalists – radio/TV interviews
Be positive, calm, and enthusiastic. 

Remember your audience – you’re talking to the public. Use simple language and avoid 

acronyms or technical terms. 

If you want to move the discussion away, give a short answer and then bring it back to 

your key messages with a ‘bridge’ – for example “and that’s why…” 

Give full answers, and give the interviewer something to help them with the next question. 

Remember you are effectively talking to one person, not to a vast audience. 



Speaking to journalists – controversial/ difficult topics

What is the one question you wouldn’t want to be asked – and how would you answer it?

Don’t speculate if you’re uncomfortable

Don’t repeat negative phrases

Show empathy: show you understand where people are coming from even if you don’t 

agree with them



Media coverage: FAQs

• Will the media contact me?

• Do I really have to speak to the Daily Mail?

• Can I ask for the questions in advance?

• Can I speak ‘off the record’?

• Can I say what I want once the interview is over?

• Will I see the article before it’s published?

• What happens if I’m misquoted or the article is wrong?



Some other ways to 
communicate with the 
public… 



Features are not specifically linked to a new research 
finding

Instead, they might be any or all of the following:
• in-depth
• topical
• strategic
• picture-led
• expert opinion



Pitching features 



Expert comment



Pitch an idea directly to ‘The Conversation’
https://theconversation.com/uk/pitches

• News insights/ analysis
• New research
• Interesting stories

https://theconversation.com/uk/pitches


How to write an 
effective press 
release
(or web news, or newsletter article, etc…)



How to write an effective press release #1

The ‘inverted pyramid’ of news

The headline must say clearly what the news is.

The opening summary tells the story in a sentence or two: 

What did you find / what happened? What’s the news?

Get to the point! Start at the end: what did you find? What happened? 

Battle for the reader’s attention. Get the most important things in first.

All paragraphs should stand alone, with a complete fact/ statement. 

Editors cut from bottom up. 

No links.



Which one of these headlines 
does a better job and why?

Discoveries gleaned from human ancient dna

Ancient DNA reveals reason for high MS and Alzheimer’s rates in Europe





How to write an effective press release #2

Things to include 

Human interest

Quotes - for authenticity, character. 

Examples

Key statistics

Never leave any unanswered questions



Think about your audience

Curious – but not interested in too much detail.

What would most interest the public? It may or may not be what is academically most interesting.

Work out the best angle.

Make a point or two – but get used to leaving things out.

Tell them why it matters. Why should I care?



Writing style

The reader doesn’t know the subject like you do.

How would you explain this to a friend in the pub, or a teenager?

Explain or avoid technical terms. Don’t assume the reader’s knowledge.

Be concise and direct

Use active sentences, not passive. 

NOT: The butterflies were collected by six volunteers.

Use plain English

NOT: Enquire, facilitate, require, utilise.

No one will ever complain because you made something too easy to understand!



Avoid things that make your writing clunky

• ‘I am going to tell you a thing now’ 

• ‘Here is a list of things’ 

• ‘Let’s recap the things I’ve told you’

• Or worse, ’The Oxford English Dictionary defines X as…’



Quotes: what’s good?

• Does it add to the story?

• Does it give colour or interest?

• Does it sound like a sentence a real human would say? 



“I am delighted with this discovery, as it truly demonstrates the interdisciplinary nature of 
our work and the global impact of Cambridge research,” said Professor Brain.

”I am delighted with this result, as it echoes our world-leading results in the last REF,” 
said co-author Professor Genius Smith. 

“I am delighted with this result too, and I definitely said this sentence out loud,” said co-
author Professor Jane Mastermind. 



Headline: Genetic mutation in a quarter of all Labradors hard-wires them for obesity

Here are some jumbled up snippets from the media release. Put these in the order they should appear.

• “It’s very difficult to keep these dogs slim, but it can be done,” said Dr Eleanor Raffan, who led the study. 

• This obesity-driving combination means that dog owners must be particularly strict with feeding and exercising their Labradors 

to keep them slim.

• The mutation is in a gene called POMC, which plays a critical role in hunger and energy use. 

• Around 25% of Labradors have the POMC mutation, which researchers previously showed causes increased interest in food 

and risk of obesity. 

• New research finds around a quarter of Labrador retriever dogs face a double-whammy of feeling hungry all the time and 

burning fewer calories due to a genetic mutation.

• The new study reveals how the mutation profoundly changes the way Labradors behave around food. It found that although 

they don’t need to eat more to feel full, they are hungrier in between meals.

Task: Ordering info



• New research finds around a quarter of Labrador retriever dogs face a double-whammy of feeling hungry all 

the time and burning fewer calories due to a genetic mutation.

• This obesity-driving combination means that dog owners must be particularly strict with feeding and exercising 

their Labradors to keep them slim.

• The mutation is in a gene called POMC, which plays a critical role in hunger and energy use. 

• Around 25% of Labradors have the POMC mutation, which researchers previously showed causes increased 

interest in food and risk of obesity. 

• The new study reveals how the mutation profoundly changes the way Labradors behave around food. It found 

that although they don’t need to eat more to feel full, they are hungrier in between meals.

• “It’s very difficult to keep these dogs slim, but it can be done,” said Dr Eleanor Raffan, who led the study. 

Task: Snippets in order

Genetic mutation in a quarter of all Labradors hard-wires them for obesity



Hone your message



Talking about your project to non-specialists

What you’re aiming for:

• Be prepared

• Get your point(s) across

• Make your work relevant to your audience

• Say something memorable (in a good way)



Task: Telling non-specialists about your research

Why is it important? Why should they care?

My research is newsworthy because... 



Task: Telling non-specialists about your research

Prepare three key points for a radio interview. 

What are the essentials you want people to know about your 
work?

I found X, it’s important because X, it will enable/ impact/ 
change X…



Q&A and share 
experiences



Stay in touch

Jacqueline Garget
jg533@cam.ac.uk

Oliver Francis
ocf26@cam.ac/uk

Olivia Lee
olivia.lee@cares.cam.ac.uk

www.communications.cam.ac.uk/working-media
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http://www.communications.cam.ac.uk/working-media

