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Since 2017, the Journal of Public Interest Communications has published original research,
practitioner interviews, and invited essays exploring the diverse methods used by those of us
who take on the task of communicating critical messages to the public. In this special edition, we
examine the strategies employed by a wide array of practitioners who communicate about a topic
that affects every one of us: our environment.

What comes to mind when you think of environmental communication? If you imagine a
young person with long hair, a peace sign shirt and ripped jeans eating granola and holding a
“Save the Trees!” sign, keep reading. The strategies, topics, and practitioners of environmental
communications are as diverse as the natural world they work to protect. The following articles
explore how public interest communicators disseminate information regarding climatology,
marine conservation, and beyond.

The idea for this special issue is the result of my lived experience as an extension agent with
the University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) Extension in
Sarasota County, Florida. The Cooperative Extension Service is a branch of the Land Grant
University system tasked with bringing university resources and information to the people who
need it most: the community at large. With roots deep in our country’s agricultural history,
Extension has adapted to continue meeting the needs of an evolving community. Today,
Extension educators specialize in a variety of subject areas, each with our own niche. Many of
our specialized topic areas focus on agriculture and natural resources, but Extension also focuses
on many human-centric subjects including healthy living, community resources, and of course
4-H Youth Development.
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With my specialization being water resources, I am often faced with the challenge of
communicating complicated environmental information to a range of audiences. Monday’s
presentation may be to a middle-school class, Tuesday’s to a homeowner association board
meeting, and Wednesday’s to a group of professional landscape irrigation technicians. Such
work will quickly teach you a few things: Nobody is an expert in everything, it’s okay to say “I
don’t know,” and most importantly, who you are teaching and #ow you are teaching are often
more important than what you are teaching. Every member of your audience is as unique as you
are. We all have different ways of learning. Our life experiences shape the way we see the world
and the way we interpret information. Our beliefs, values, and backgrounds will often dictate
which messages resonate and which don’t. Although this special issue focuses on environmental
communication, you will quickly uncover another theme just below the surface.

That theme 1s the importance of knowing one’s audience, also called “actors” in public
interest communications. Scientists and communication professionals can sometimes operate on
different wavelengths. The scientists may criticize the communication professionals as being too
simplistic or emotional in their messaging. The communication professionals likely feel that the
scientists’ messages are too technical, too dry, too boring. Public interest communications offers
us a unique opportunity to bridge this gap and ultimately further the aims of both the scientists
and the communicators by using science-based strategies for communicating messages that serve
the common good of society. By drawing on convergence methodologies from cognitive theory,
political science, psychology, and sociology, public interest communications provides a
framework for aligning the technical messages of the scientists with the outcome-focused
methods of the communicators. This special edition serves as an inaugural step in breaking these
actors out of their silos to create a collaborative, convergent approach to environmental public
communications. By growing the field of public interest communications to leverage peer-
reviewed methods for furthering environmental messaging, it is possible to make the world a
little greener for everyone.

As our issue begins, I sit down with editor of practitioner reports, Cody Hays, to discuss the
Florida Waters Stewardship Program. This campaign, originally developed by UF/IFAS
Extension Pinellas County nearly a decade ago, remains flourishing today. We explore how the
Florida Waters Stewardship Program leverages expert lectures, field trips, and skills-building to
empower participants with both knowledge and the communication skills necessary for using
that knowledge to protect Florida’s precious water resources.

Our next article examines the use of metaphorical language in climate-related messaging.
While reading this piece for the first time, I naturally reflected on the fact that nearly every
climate-related message I’ve encountered has been phrased as “the race against climate change.”
I’ve never given that wording much thought until reading “Role of metaphors in communicating
the threat of climate change: An experimental study on climate change communication.” In this
novel article, Jayasundara et al. investigate how the ubiquitous use of metaphors affects a
listener’s receptivity. While this question has been studied before, Jayasundara et al.’s innovative
use of a “no information control” and willingness to acknowledge the dangers of publication bias
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set their study apart. The article’s findings are not only interesting but remind us of the
fundamental importance of understanding our audience.

In “Facilitating expert consensus on stormwater pond Management: Mapping critical
dynamics to improve communication and clarify outcome targets,” Gusto et al. employ a multi-
round Delphi survey to identify barriers and success strategies for managing stormwater ponds in
Florida. Using “knowing one's audience” as a foundation, the authors utilized a snowball
sampling technique to assemble a panel of experts, resulting in vital insights into the challenges
of managing stormwater in a state known for its heavy afternoon thunderstorms. As an
environmental communicator in Florida, I have seen firsthand many of the ideas expressed by
Gusto et al. The authors’ distilled insights are a useful aid for actionable improvement in local
stormwater management.

We’ve all noticed gradual shifts in our own hometowns over time: fewer trees, more
pavement, increasing traffic. These are the side effects of an evolving society, but they also
illustrate how decisions made a generation or two ago affect us today more than they affected the
generation of the decision makers. In a thought-provoking article, Katherina Wolf introduces the
concept of “temporal misrecognition” as a primary challenge for public interest communicators.
Wolf argues that while future generations lack a present voice, they are the public most affected
by environmental decisions and should therefore be materially represented at the discussion
table. The article explores how some governing bodies have addressed this problem, proposing a
framework for representing future generations that goes beyond simply invoking them as a
hollow authority.

Next, we look back at the Love Canal disaster of 1978 to 1980. Christie Kleinmann recounts
how a group of residents, initially dismissed as producing “useless housewife data,” uncovered
nearly 22,000 tons of buried toxic waste. This effort was pivotal in the passing of the U.S.
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, commonly known as
Superfund. Through the lens of public interest communications, Kleinmann details the strategies
that led to the residents’ successful campaign. This piece reminds me of when I first encountered
the term “Superfund” while living in New Jersey and taking an environmental quality course in
graduate school. I remember the surprise of exploring the Superfund map and discovering a site
roughly a mile from my own apartment. Environmental communication truly does affect us all.

We round out our special edition with “Don’t Dredge on Me,” a practitioner interview
exploring the clever messaging approach taken by a team of marketing professionals and
environmental advocates in Southeast Florida. By drawing on recognizable imagery and political
symbolism, the “Don’t Dredge on Me” campaign successfully reached a broad audience,
specifically a demographic outside their usual recipients, with critical messaging about marine
conservation. As an extension agent, | can easily relate with the need for strategies to reach new
audiences rather than simply “preaching to the choir.” This particular challenge is one that I
think of often, and it is likely the case for you as a public interest communicator. The “Don’t
Dredge on Me” campaign reinforces the lesson that knowing one’s audience is a critical
component of overcoming this hurdle.
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As you read through this volume, it is my sincere hope that you discover new ideas,
methods, and perspectives to aid your own efforts in public interest communications. Whether
you have arrived at this issue as an environmental scientist seeking better ways to share your
research, or as a communications professional looking to tackle complicated environmental
challenges, this special issue reminds us that environmental communication is public interest
communications. As we explore this domain, we highlight that regardless of one’s stance on
environmental issues, the resulting decisions and the communications surrounding them affect
each of us and generations to come.



