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http://www.steegethomson.com/#home


Thanks.
We appreciate the generosity and candor of our 
interviewees, and the bounty of ideas and 
challenges they shared with us about how science 
and medical research communications are changing.

We talked to ten communications 
leaders who represent research 
institutes that vary in size, scope, 
and structure. 

http://www.delmnh.org/
http://www.hboifoundation.org/
http://www.hhmi.org/
http://www.lji.org/
https://www.monell.org/
http://www.rockefeller.edu/
http://www.scripps.edu/
https://www.wistar.org/
http://www.salk.edu/
http://www.limr.org
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 “I'd love to add a good science writer, and someone who has a good feel for alternative media, who could 
make videos and use Periscope, be on the pulse of rising opportunities (even though our constituency 
is kind of old), someone who would be good with data …” 

 “I would like a junior marketing person, someone to manage our social media marketing and add 
digital elements into that whole platform. Someone who knows more than how to do boosted posts on 
Facebook!”

 “A full-time graphics person who would understand the whole institution, allowing me to have time to 
be more strategic — what I was hired for!”

 ● GRAPHIC/WEBSITE DESIGNER: 4

 ● WRITER/SCIENCE WRITER: 3

 ● SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING SPECIALIST: 2

 ● MEDIA RELATIONS SPECIALIST: 1

 ● SPEECHWRITING & INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS 
SPECIALIST: 1

 ● PHOTOGRAPHER: 1

WHO WOULD YOU LIKE TO BE ABLE TO ADD TO YOUR 
STAFF?

The teams.

The departments we spoke to ranged in size from one to 
16 full-time team members. All departments also use 
freelance professionals to round out their expertise, most 
commonly additional science writers, graphic designers, 
videographers, photographers, and web specialists. Nearly 
half of all communications teams have staff members with 
hard science degrees and/or significant scientific research 
experience.

Regardless of team size, communications departments are 
responsible for the same wide variety of functions including:

• Publications

• Writing & Editing 

• Institutional Messaging

• Internal 
Communications

• Media Relations

• Marketing/Advertising

• Social Media

• Website

• Graphic Design

• Photography & 
Videography

• Development 
Communications
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The headlines.

Changing priorities. Donors have become the priority audience for institutional 

websites, outreach efforts, and most publications.

Changing character, changing products. Video, web, and social 

channels have given scientific communicators more creative tools, but also more wide-ranging 

responsibilities. 

Changing expectations. Researchers are more interested in visibility and 

promoting their work than they were 10 years ago, and there is more general public interest in 

their work than ever before.

What hasn't changed? The challenges:
• Presenting scientific content to non-expert audiences in a way that makes scientists happy

• Building departments that cover all the bases

• Finding partners who really understand science — how to write about it and how to pitch it
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Changing priorities.

 “We are experimenting with rotating people in on certain projects so reporting is fluid. We focus on 
project-based work with HR, or Finance, and Science & Research. This project-based approach came 
about from asking ourselves, ‘How can we make our team more collaborative?’”

“There has been a shift over the past 8–10 years. My job used to be to help people understand the 
science, and now really my job is marketing/development communications.”

WHO DO COMMUNICATIONS LEADERS REPORT TO?

 ● REPORT TO CEO, PRESIDENT, OR DIRECTOR OF 
INSTITUTION (4)

 ● REPORT TO COO/EXECUTIVE VP/CHIEF OF STAFF (4)

 ● REPORT TO DIRECTOR/VP OF INSTITUTIONAL 
ADVANCEMENT (2)

All institutions have seen a move towards the donor as 
their primary focus.

In smaller organizations, communications directors meet 
regularly with advancement peers, consult on projects and 
publications, and manage writing assignments as they arise. 
Larger shops often have a dedicated communicator who 
provides editorial and strategic support and keeps 
advancement materials aligned with institutional messaging 
to ensure consistent quality. Some institutions have 
combined communications functions to manage both donor 
and public communications from one department, but this 
is the exception.
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Changing character, changing 
products.

All communications teams are responsible for producing information packaged in myriad 
ways. Overall, the trend is for a shift to digital, with paper newsletters becoming quarterly 
e-blasts, and as much information as possible moving to the web. The exception is still 
the annual report, though many respondents expressed a desire to move away from a 
big printed piece.

 “What we really are is a content-generation pod.”

 “We used to do an annual report and capabilities brochure combined, published once every three years. 
Now we are designing a very different publication — a vision piece that drives readers to the Internet where 
the science, and a new blog, lives. Really, we are shifting from science communications to marketing 
communications.”

 “We now produce a research magazine, which is useful in recruiting faculty and high-level staff. For donors 
and policymakers, it’s a useful leave-behind. In a world of print and online blending, we’ve found ourselves 
using PDFs of magazine pages in donor solicitations, and it’s also a good source for social media content.”

 “We are transforming our magazine. It has always had lots of copy, very dense. This spring, we moved 
to less copy, more callouts and factoids, more illustration. It is now more of a coffee-table magazine 
and donors are keeping it.” 

 “I’m always focusing on, ‘Is this the highest quality science? Does it explain the value of discovery research?’ 
And I’m always looking for the key visuals — often what comes from the labs is best.”

 “We use lots of writing freelancers — for PR and for science writing. The National Association of 
Science Writers is a good resource there — they can boost our capacity as needed and provide a variety 
of voices.”

 “We rarely use external writers for anything. Sometimes we contract out a piece for the newsletter or 
our big capabilities brochure, but I really do it all. You have to imbue so many levels of messaging into 
our materials that it’s hard for an outside person to do.”

Good, clear writing is the backbone of all endeavors. Most shops have in-house writers, 
but also turn to a stable of talented freelancers to round out their staff as needed.

GOING DIGITAL

WRITING IS KEY
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With more emphasis on the web as an institution’s content hub, the need for compelling 
photos and engaging video and graphics has become more pronounced. Video is used 
for brief overviews of the research center, to cover events, highlight anniversaries, and, 
increasingly, to highlight all researchers and their work in a revolving library of brief video 
profiles. In general, most institutions manage their simpler video and photography needs 
in-house, going to outside expertise for major projects or to create new templates for a 
series of images or films. Data visualization is an emerging facet of institutional 
storytelling everywhere. Almost every department head wanted to incorporate more data 
visualization into publications, press materials, and websites, but most had yet to 
develop a distinctive source and style.

 “As far as data visualization, we are moving into it more. For research, it is way too much to take on, 
unless the scientists have developed something good. But in general, I use infographics more for 
institutional issues. We did one on our relationship to drug development, for example, which was 
useful and very well-received.”

 “We haven’t done a lot of data visualization yet, but we’ve talked about the possibility of creating a 
fellowship in communications to bring data design-oriented people in to work on this sort of thing. 
We think of data visualization as another way to tell the story, distinct from infographics, which 
sometimes leave a science audience skeptical.”

 “On our website, in the News section, we decided to do the work for the journalist. We post a press 
release on a project, but also a video, photos, illustrations — anything a reporter could use to help tell 
our story in a more impactful way.” 

 “We produce a lot of content so we spread it all around our social channels. Engagement with followers is 
a sometime thing, not a major priority. We are not Toyota. We’re not going to fix anyone’s battery.”

All ten departments maintain at least part of their institutional websites — most commonly 
the home page, an About page, and News, and use junior staff members to man social 
media feeds such as Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, and YouTube. Almost all the 
centers we spoke with wished for more time and expertise to be strategic about their 
institution’s social media presence.

VISUALS LEAD

SOCIAL MEDIA 
RISING
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Media relations is a significant part of every 
communications shop, regardless of size. With the shift 
to a focus on donors, reaching potential patrons by 
increasing institutional visibility has become a top strategic 
goal. Positioning institutional leaders as thought leaders 
is also part of the PR charge, as is developing effective 
institutional messaging and training staff to use it.

Almost all of the research centers handle media relations 
in-house. Several institutions desire to move some of this 
responsibility to an outside firm but report that it is difficult 
to find external agencies that “get” science and medical 
research. The biggest challenge is often around 
language — how to describe the process and impact of a 
researcher’s work in ways that engage both the general 
public and the scientific staff. Centers that have been most 
successful placing stories tend to have strong relationships 
with specific reporters and bloggers and a robust online 
news presence with information so complete a journalist 
can lift it from the page.

 “We worked with a PR agency for a while to pitch, but they didn’t really know science. They promised 
all sorts of coverage but in the end agreed it was harder than they expected.”

 “I try to showcase our media hits with internal communications. I often tell my PR person to send a 
letter to the executive board, write to the executive team, send a note to the original researcher so they 
can circulate it to their peers — do more than social!”

 “We do a press release on 98% of faculty work. It’s worth it, media-wise, because the faculty members 
have become more proactive in coming to us and telling us research is coming out. We also do media 
training for all faculty, and try to really showcase any press we receive. If we get a huge hit, we’ll even get an 
email from the President, circulating the story and asking people to congratulate their colleague.”

Many departments that use media tracking databases have recently 
switched from Meltwater to Cision.

Changing expectations.

ALL DEPARTMENTS FOLLOW A SIMILAR 
TEMPLATE FOR ROLLING OUT RESEARCH 
STORIES:

NEWSWISE

PR NEWSWIRE

EUREKALERT LINKEDIN

FACEBOOK

TWITTER

DISTRIBUTION TO 
INTERNAL LISTS

EMBARGOED 
RELEASE WEBSITE SOCIAL MEDIA

TARGETED PITCHING 
TO JOURNALISTS

WIRE RELEASE
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Biggest challenges?

 “We are a basic research institute that is not disease-focused, so it’s 
hard to compete for dollars and attention, in the face of competition, 
to make people care enough to believe what we do is fundamentally 
important to their lives.”

 “Our office used to be under-resourced and overworked, demoralized. 
We now have full political and financial support but we have to 
change our internal reputation, build from the first principal on up, 
and reintroduce the department to our institution.”

 “The core difficulty is always the science language! Pleasing the 
scientists AND the public. We have made some progress. When they 
were rolling in NIH dollars, our scientists didn’t see the need to 
promote their work. Now that we are in leaner years, they say, ‘Hey, 
maybe we should be in the paper.’ But they are still afraid their peers 
will look down on them if they speak English.”

 “Who and what we are is not clear. We have no tagline, which would 
be helpful. Our branding has gotten mixed in politics. I wish our 
administration would come together and figure out how to be 
recognizable.”

 “We don’t have a specific call-to-action. It’s really ‘fund our research,’ 
since we have to collaborate with clinical and pharma who finish the 
process for which we are the roots.”

 “Science communications have changed a lot. Communication about 
research is a pretty crowded marketplace now. Scientists are also 
communicating about their own work themselves; they are their own 
little publishing empires!”

DEMONSTRATING 
IMPACT

REPUTATION

STANDING OUT

TAMING  
SCIENCE-SPEAK

UNCLEAR BRAND 
& MESSAGING

CREATING 
URGENCY
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 “Salk is wonderful. The way they intertwine art, music, and 
architecture into science is incredible.”

 “I loved the cross between a capabilities brochure and annual report by 
the Morgridge Institute for Research at the University of Wisconsin. 
It was kind of new, very well done. A lot of strategic thinking had 
obviously gone into it.”

  “I’ve been following Rockefeller. They used to be staid, but now are 
becoming more lively and interactive.”

 “Benaroya Institute, in Seattle, had a great Facebook campaign a while 
back — so creative.”

 “MDI Biological Laboratory is very good. They do a lot for a small place.”

 “Who does good work? Salk, Gladstone Institutes, HHMI, the Broad 
Institute at MIT, Whitehead.”

 “Howard Hughes Medical Institute has really excellent publications — 
we always say ‘oooh!’ when they come out.”

 “The HHMI website. Our faculty mentions them too — we hear a lot 
of ‘HHMI does this.’”

 “MD Anderson and Mayo — they are peers, but bigger and richer!”

 “The impact report from Shedd Aquarium; the Smithsonian dashboard.”

 “The media lab at MIT. But I look for inspiration elsewhere, too —  
venture capital firms have to have concise descriptions of impact — 
something we can learn from. Google Ventures, Sequoia Capital, etc.”

 “The New York Times for video, data visualization. The MacArthur 
Foundation for the Genius Grant videos. TED Talks!”

Where do you turn for 
inspiration?

http://www.salk.edu/
http://www.rockefeller.edu/
http://www.hhmi.org/
https://www.broadinstitute.org/
https://www.benaroyaresearch.org/
https://morgridge.org/
http://wi.mit.edu/
https://www.mdanderson.org/
http://www.mayoclinic.org/
https://gladstone.org/
https://www.gv.com/
http://www.sheddaquarium.org/globalassets/press_room/eac1604_2016-impact-summary_final_rev.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.sequoiacap.com/
https://www.youtube.com/user/macfound
https://mdibl.org/
http://dashboard.si.edu/
https://www.media.mit.edu/
https://www.ted.com/talks


Ready to talk about changing how your organization communicates? 
Simply email Luise Moskowitz or call her at 267 307-6617.

mailto:lzm%40steegethomson.com?subject=
http://www.steegethomson.com/#home

