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The Method

The Environmental Message Method is 
a step-by-step process for translating 

professional conservation materials into 
words and pictures that motivate 

everyday citizens to action.
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The Method

http://waterwordsthatwork.com
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• To convince them that their actions do 
make a difference, and...
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make a difference, and...
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their part, because...
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Our Goal...

5

• To convince them that their actions do 
make a difference, and...

• To convince them that others will do 
their part, because...

• ...then they are twice as likely to take 
action for the environment than 
otherwise
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The Due Diligence Test Panel

• Clients provide Water Words That Work with a draft 
brochure, web page, email, video, etc....

• 25 Everyday citizens rate the piece and share their reaction
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Step One:
Begin with Behavior
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Let’s Avoid This Mistake

8
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Let’s Learn From This

9Tip of the Hat: Dr. Doug McKenzie-Mohr
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The Sign Doesn’t Say

10

BLACK 
SQUARES 

ARE 
SLIPPERY

Tip of the Hat: Dr. Doug McKenzie-Mohr
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The Sign Doesn’t Say
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BLACK 
SQUARES 

ARE 
TICKLISH

Tip of the Hat: Dr. Doug McKenzie-Mohr
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The Sign Doesn’t Say
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BLACK 
SQUARES 

ARE 
BOOBY 

TRAPPED

Tip of the Hat: Dr. Doug McKenzie-Mohr
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Let’s Learn From This

13Tip of the Hat: Dr. Doug McKenzie-Mohr
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Begin With Behavior
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
(Step 1)
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
(Step 1)

• Then you tell them why (Steps 2-6)
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
(Step 1)

• Then you tell them why (Steps 2-6)

• Finally, you tell them how (Steps 2 
- 6)
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The Test Panel rates materials this way...

Step One:Begin with Behavior
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Step One: Begin with Behavior
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The Test Panel rates materials this way...

Step One:Begin with Behavior
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Step One, The Panel Says:
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• There was so much garbage shown and 
the damage was so big that it gave me 
pause. Would what I could do really help 
stop all that horrible waste?

Step One, The Panel Says:
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• There was so much garbage shown and 
the damage was so big that it gave me 
pause. Would what I could do really help 
stop all that horrible waste?

• I think I'm to avoid runoff of some sort but 
am not clear on what I can do that actually 
closes a beach or makes a fish sneeze.

Step One, The Panel Says:
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• There was so much garbage shown and 
the damage was so big that it gave me 
pause. Would what I could do really help 
stop all that horrible waste?

• I think I'm to avoid runoff of some sort but 
am not clear on what I can do that actually 
closes a beach or makes a fish sneeze.

• The actions of one person alone do not 
really add up to much...

Step One, The Panel Says:
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Step One: Begin with Behavior
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The Test Panel rates materials this way...

Step One:Begin with Behavior
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Step One, The Panel Says:

Tuesday, October 9, 2012



21

• If i contribute by planting a tree or just doing 
small things i can make a difference in my 
community and decrease the affect on water 
pollution.

Step One, The Panel Says:
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• If i contribute by planting a tree or just doing 
small things i can make a difference in my 
community and decrease the affect on water 
pollution.

• If one person's actions are multiplied by the 
actions of many people, then together thay can 
make a huge difference in the total polluton 
problem.

Step One, The Panel Says:
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• If i contribute by planting a tree or just doing 
small things i can make a difference in my 
community and decrease the affect on water 
pollution.

• If one person's actions are multiplied by the 
actions of many people, then together thay can 
make a huge difference in the total polluton 
problem.

• Knowing that small actions can make a big 
difference is very motivational. 

Step One, The Panel Says:
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The Panel Never Says...

16
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The Panel Never Says...

• Who cares about water pollution, anyway?

16
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The Panel Never Says...

• Who cares about water pollution, anyway?
• Thanks for bringing this problem to my 

attention. I’ll take it from here to figure out 
what to do about it.

16
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The Panel Never Says...

• Who cares about water pollution, anyway?
• Thanks for bringing this problem to my 

attention. I’ll take it from here to figure out 
what to do about it.

• Despair is very motivating
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The Panel Never Says...

• Who cares about water pollution, anyway?
• Thanks for bringing this problem to my 

attention. I’ll take it from here to figure out 
what to do about it.

• Despair is very motivating
• 50 tips? Hooray! I’ve got so much free time I 

need to fill. Maybe you have a few more?

16
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Begin With Behavior
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
(Step 1)
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
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Begin With Behavior

• First you tell them what to do 
(Step 1)

• Then you tell them why (Steps 2-6)

• Finally, you tell them how (Steps 2 
- 6)
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Step One: Begin with Behavior

Political Behavior: Voting, writing officials, 
coming out to public hearings, etc.

Personal Behavior: Adopting some new 
behavior or habit. 

Charitable Behavior: Making a financial 
contribution in support of your work, or by 
participating in a walk-a-thon or other event.
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Education vs. Action

Tuesday, October 9, 2012



Three Behaviors: 
Acid Rain

Personal:

Sign a pledge to 
reduce energy use at 

home
Put in a CFL bulb
Insulate the attic

Political:

Sign a petition 
opposing a new coal 

plant
Write your 

Congressman 
supporting a new 

clean air law

Charitable:

Donate to support the 
advocacy work of an 
enviornmental group

Donate to support 
stream restoration
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Three Behaviors: 
Overfishing

Personal: Buy only “green list” 
seafood

Political:

Sign petition for tighter 
fishing limits

Go to hearing to speak 
up for tighter fishing 

limits

Charitable:

Donate to a ocean 
conservation group
“Buy a reef ball” to 
provide breeding 

habitat
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Exercise #1

Your 
Issue 
Here

Personal: ?

Your 
Issue 
Here

Political: ?

Your 
Issue 
Here

Charitable: ?
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Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos
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Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos
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When they donʼt like the 
pictures, they say:
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When they donʼt like the 
pictures, they say:

• Showing a couple of pictures of fish and a 
bald eagle doesn't really tell me much about 
how my efforts would make a difference. 
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When they donʼt like the 
pictures, they say:

• Showing a couple of pictures of fish and a 
bald eagle doesn't really tell me much about 
how my efforts would make a difference. 

• The title page simply has a picture of a guy 
fishing; very generic...
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When they donʼt like the 
pictures, they say:

• Showing a couple of pictures of fish and a 
bald eagle doesn't really tell me much about 
how my efforts would make a difference. 

• The title page simply has a picture of a guy 
fishing; very generic...

• Two men shaking hands and what looks like 
a woman hiding behind a tree. Not 
impressed. Let's see some action!
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When they like the 
pictures, they say:
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When they like the 
pictures, they say:

• The images show how people of all ages and skills 
can help save the river, from children to skilled 
workers and experts who pitch in and get their 
hands dirty!
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When they like the 
pictures, they say:

• The images show how people of all ages and skills 
can help save the river, from children to skilled 
workers and experts who pitch in and get their 
hands dirty!

• I really like the picture on the first page of two 
people cleaning.. it shows the causes of pollution 
and also what I can do as a citizen. It wouldn't 
hurt to put another picture.
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When they like the 
pictures, they say:

• The images show how people of all ages and skills 
can help save the river, from children to skilled 
workers and experts who pitch in and get their 
hands dirty!

• I really like the picture on the first page of two 
people cleaning.. it shows the causes of pollution 
and also what I can do as a citizen. It wouldn't 
hurt to put another picture.

• I think the photos are relevant and appealing but 
should be larger, cut down the text a bit to make 
room.
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The panel never says...

29
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The panel never says...

• I want to see a more detailed map, with 
multiple data layers!
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The panel never says...

• I want to see a more detailed map, with 
multiple data layers!

• Don’t show me what to do, I like to 
figure it out myself
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38

The panel never says...

• I want to see a more detailed map, with 
multiple data layers!

• Don’t show me what to do, I like to 
figure it out myself

• I really relate to those athletic white 
men playing with their expensive toys 
in the wilderness by themselves. 

29
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Pictures We Forget 
to Include: Faces
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Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos
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Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos
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Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos
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Pictures we include: 
butts and feet
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Pictures We Forget 
to Include: Examples
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Pictures We Forget 
to Include: Examples

“Monkey 
See, 

Monkey 
Do”
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Monkey See, Monkey Do
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Monkey See, Monkey Do
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Foolproof Photos
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Foolproof Photos
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Foolproof Photos
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Foolproof Photos: 
Exercise

Draw a picture that increases the odds that 
your audience will do the behavior you 

identified in step one.
 

Big Faces!
No Feet!
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Photo Sources

52
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Step Three:
Swap the Shoptalk 
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Let’s Avoid This Mistake
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Step Three:
Swap the Shoptalk 
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Too much shoptalk? 
The panel says:
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• Who is it for? ... someone a lot 
smarter than i...

Too much shoptalk? 
The panel says:
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• Who is it for? ... someone a lot 
smarter than i...

• ...it is not written in an interesting or 
easy to understand manner for the 
general public.

Too much shoptalk? 
The panel says:
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• Who is it for? ... someone a lot 
smarter than i...

• ...it is not written in an interesting or 
easy to understand manner for the 
general public.

• It gives the facts in a dry and clear 
way but it is not exciting.

Too much shoptalk? 
The panel says:
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Not much shoptalk?
The panel says:
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• This piece is intended for everyone. It is 
a simple piece ... showing how the 
average person can make a difference.

Not much shoptalk?
The panel says:
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• This piece is intended for everyone. It is 
a simple piece ... showing how the 
average person can make a difference.

• This piece was clearly intended for a 
general audience. It was easy to read 
and informative. 

Not much shoptalk?
The panel says:
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• This piece is intended for everyone. It is 
a simple piece ... showing how the 
average person can make a difference.

• This piece was clearly intended for a 
general audience. It was easy to read 
and informative. 

• It's for people who will write letters, 
sign petitions, get out and get involved.

Not much shoptalk?
The panel says:
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The panel never says:

48
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The panel never says:

• More facts please, I’m not convinced 
you know what you’re talking about.

48
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The panel never says:

• More facts please, I’m not convinced 
you know what you’re talking about.

• Hooray! A glossary. All my favorite 
books have them. 

48
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The panel never says:

• More facts please, I’m not convinced 
you know what you’re talking about.

• Hooray! A glossary. All my favorite 
books have them. 

• Thanks for keeping the excitement 
level low, I can’t handle too much.

48
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Step Three: 
Swap the Shoptalk

Danielle Donkersloot (NJ DEP) 
says: 

Would you grandmother use this 
word?

If not, it’s shoptalk. Swap it out!
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A: Watershed management

B: Land and water conservation
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B: Land and water conservation
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A: Polluted Runoff

B: Stormwater
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A: Polluted Runoff

B: Stormwater

Tuesday, October 9, 2012



A: Clean water

B: Water Quality
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A: Clean water

B: Water Quality
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Swap the Shoptalk: 
Exercise

Circle the first five 
words in your passage 

that flunk the 
grandmother test. 

Come up with 
substitutes. 
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Step Four:
Words That Work
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Step Four:Words That Work
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Rules of Thumb

• About 1% of the 
words should be from 
the list

• Use them here:
– Titles
– Headlines
– Photo captions
– Quotes attributed 

to people
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Words That Work
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• Anything that affects water and quality of 
the land effects me, my family and 
everyone else.

Words That Work
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• Anything that affects water and quality of 
the land effects me, my family and 
everyone else.

• Making sure there is an adequate water 
supply for our present and future needs 
affects nearly everyone.

Words That Work
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• Anything that affects water and quality of 
the land effects me, my family and 
everyone else.

• Making sure there is an adequate water 
supply for our present and future needs 
affects nearly everyone.

• If we want to make the world better for 
future generations we need to address 
these issues and work together to fix them.

Words That Work
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• Anything that affects water and quality of 
the land effects me, my family and 
everyone else.

• Making sure there is an adequate water 
supply for our present and future needs 
affects nearly everyone.

• If we want to make the world better for 
future generations we need to address 
these issues and work together to fix them.

Words That Work
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Exercise #4:
Insert Words That Work

• Imagine you are writing an email or letter to urge 
people to support the personal, political, or 
charitable behavior you identified in Step One.

• You are going to send it to these 10 citizens!
• Write the opening paragraph -- up to 50 words -- to 

encourage them to do the action you came up with 
in the first exercise

• Use as many words that work as you can. The 
group that uses the most words is the winner!
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Before You Go...
• Please put your characters in a neat 

stack
• Please put your Shop Talk piece on top 

of the stack
• Please put your crayons back in the box
• You will work with these materials 

again in our next session.
• When you return, please sit with 

your same group at the same table
70
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Questions
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