
FORIJM
The Language of Science
and Communication \7ith Congress

'There arc in la.L t$o thnigs. science and
ot)nrion; the lorDrer begets kno$ledge. tlie
latler, ignorance.' So staled HippocraLes
back in '100 C E Today we nnd oursehes iD
a lu8 ot \tar betweer sciefce and oplnion
as we try lo fashion a path f{fwad on Dany
nnp.rtant societal issues, jnchdirig rhe use
ofscien.e in addressi'rg thc water energy,
ard cliDale (ljar!e lssues that aie growing
in inponaDce Ouri(n) ir Corgress is nak'
nrgsure wc use the klowledge cained fiom
aski.g queslions and apply lhe resfonses
prcperly n,lhe dccision-and polj.! r,aknig
processcs. While that allsounds 

'rood 
ir thc

ory, the applicalnni is at b--sr cumbersome,
oiler Leaving !s wirh more questnnrs than

As ar elecled nrerrl)efol Congiess ir
Washinglon, D C., I  i rd.r tsel l  ( r rstant ly
nr tlie oridst ol a cortinuousand olter cor
lertnrrs.lebate olcrthc use olscie.re and
ils applicaLion in the public policycrliron
nent Todal we arc in the n,iddle of a scrl'
ous {:hallenqe iegadiDg the use nnd Jfan'
agenrern.l our nations \ratcr resources,
fossiland relewablc cncra!, thc ncxus
tretweeD water ard enerqy, enyironmcnlal
rvater requircmeDts. agnrg rvarer irf.aslruc-
tdre, and jobs This is all ov€rlanr Lj severe
budgct constraints and an nncertain .li
male lulrue Have we entered a pcriod ola
'ne!v nornral'1rr lov we a(lnr-Ass waleiand
.lergv issles? llave the assurntri(nrs about
walciand energythat we us€d in the t)asr
changcd? Has lhe conplexitr olth. scieri
Lih{: and poiiclissles ir.rcased beyond odr
analyt icdl .apabi l i t l? lheseareal l  quest ions

thatwe nced sciertiRc supt)on and coopcra

l-arely, aisqrssnrns in Congress are less
relaLed kr the s.ience and norc associated
with establishnrelt .l a specilic perspec
tivc or political agenda ard rrn alwa,E co!-
rizarl oi realitlr Scicntists are often asked
lo testify al heainqsto explalD the relarnrr
ship betweer Lheifwork and thc lssue bei g
dcbated. Frequenlly. however, we find that a
screnlists mcssage gets losr in the dialosu.
r)fthe noment an.lis constrain--d t)ythe '
5 nr inure rest imony l in i t . l l  is  Dot thar scier-
tinc inlormalion is nor iniportaDt:it 1s nor!
that thc s.icrtifi. language being used,
while clear,ls olten muddled try the line il
gets pushed and comprcssed thrcugh the
l.stlnony Rlter Congressand scientists re({l
b work together to devebp a bettcr way
ro present scicntlnc lDlorinatntrr if a lofln
thar tolicl rnakeE and legislanrs can us..
I underslard rhatscienlists oltel ger hus-
traled $'hen they teelthat lheir nessage is
not bci'rg heard that t|ey ae being force.i
to inteipr€t lheir data beyond irs bouDdar
ies or rhat policy Dake6 are r.t asking th.
.ighl qlestiors All that may be rrue, bu h^t
is the nalure ol lhe beast an.l the pnx:ess
ol taking scieD.e into the policyar.ll.gisla

'Ihe dirnate, water, and energy ne\us is a
clear eradple The majority ol legislar(E in
Congicss ude.stand that clinale change is
occurinrg Thc issue be.ones norc lo.!se(i
o. $,hatwe can do about it and what ls real
isli. $,ithir the contcxt ol Loday s polirical
chnate and budg--t constraints Collerlively,

we ha\.e to develop a dialogue inwhlch sci
en.e is.ommuficated eflectively in layper
sons teirs ar!l the iiionnation presented
dlrectly relates Lo issues that affed people

Let nc put conrDnjcalion with Cor
grcss in conlext Wc do nol know$hatyou
atu idrrsnrq on unlessyou tcllus. You arc
plugg.d nrlo tliescicnce rvorld dailrand
discussin: il cotrlinuolsly in your osai ter-
mirolo{y \\ie jump lroni issLe to issue and
are Lricky il we gel to locuson any parlicL
lar issuc f(r more than 30 ninutcsal a tlne.
We dcpcrtrl.n r)venoddea sialfto keep
us inlonned and k) nlentily ket elenents.
lqually importaDt. scienlists thnrl{ ara pro-
c-ass lnformation dillcrertly than publi.
policr ld)tre.lo Scientists are tauSht to
develop hrfolheses ann then work lo dis
pfovc then.li (longress we are typlcally
trying lo mcsh yourscjenlinc krowledqe
int.r a bioadcrpolicy or regulatn r issue or

Here are seveulsuggestiors on ho$'lo
develop a b.tter dralogue (ofscierce ir

l. /-.{n ,o |e1l a s/or}. Providc clear, real
lile eMtrrdes of the porentialinplications
otyourscienre Expldir b us the relevance
or yourscicnce wnhnr a coitext to which an
average PersoD can reare. rs yolfsu-Ance
nnpoftanr for interpretlDga policy issue?
Are you sutponnrq or debunkiDg known
facts? Talk to us nr ternis we can understand
dnd can iDtcrpret easilr.. Otlrerwise. we gel
dekNtd by th. acronyms and lhrdses and
miss tlre biggeistoiyyou are trying L. tell

2 'lirlk ta an.le.lu.ate congtessiondl st.tf
Ourpersonaland c(rnrrittee staffs do lh.
majorily ol lnqrny work rorCongr--ss The!
explqe lhe issucs, gatlr€r the lacLs, talk ro
apt)rctiate people, asscnble the back
SroLrtrl documents, organize and dcvelop
the fi6t.uts ol the congressnnral state-
Dents, anclasslst lhe nembers nr.levelop.
nrg the !ucstions asked at bielings an.l in
l(nlow-up discussions An ureducaLed stail
wiu lead toyourspe.ific inlornation rot

bei.g undedood oi ulilizcd to 1ts lull poterl
tial. Keep the .ongressional slall inlonned
via agency coDtacrs (congressional liai
sons), prolessional oryrnizatiq,s (llke ACLr),
ard youracadenlc institulnms $hen tre!
lisit Washinqlon. Firal\', reach out thtuugh
socialnedir sudr as video conlerencesand
web1Da6. ln a wo.ld ol red(iced dollaElor
travel, ourstall are nor g-artnrg o!t t.r visil
with you, so ile bave to llnd walsb inprove

3. Tdk n1 p.sitbe rathet thdn negatije lan
Srag€ Instead oi arsweiing questions in the
nesativc (e.9., sayiig we cannot posilively
say thar this is clinate ruldted ). rehame rhe
discussni by saylng lhat a warniing .lirnate
will alkrw nnre precipilation to be held nr
th. almosplere.leadnrq to norc cxticme
ralnfallelentsard ture variable water flows
if olr rivers and wate8heds. lhe ponrt heie
is that the n.st thlng out olyour rrrrth is
$bat is h--ard, noi lhc lollow up context l,lrt
!our nost nn|o drt point out lirst, and then
trcvide thc scientiic .onrext

Hifpocrates was dsht. Science begets
kro\rledge sliile opinion begets ignorance.
We wantscience an.l the scienlific process,
not opi'rlor geDedted by rational paid
media consultants ofthe budest pundit. to
heh gunle ns in Congress. Ihe froblen is
that in krdayls wond, scicnce olten gets over
looked or. mre llkely, ovtrruD bythe semi
trailer ol rhetoi. and opirion. lfyou want
yo!rscrence lo have relelar|ce h the pnb-
lic Irolicy debales you have kr be silling to
work with us to ensur. thatyoLr knowledge
gels tlansleren in a linely an.lappfopiate
nanDer. We hok fo^{ard lo sorl<ingwith
lou or llris jmPortanl issue of connunicat-
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