
ABT approach (by Randy Olson) 

Randy Olson, biologist and filmmaker, in his book “Houston, we have a narrative”, introduces 
the ABT approach as a technique to help scientists to communicate their research. This 
approach focuses on creating a narrative, introducing a momentum (i.e. And), a conflict (i.e. 
But) and a resolution (i.e. Therefore). Instead of just listing the background, the methods and 
the conclusions, you have to create a structure for your narrative. A basic template could be: 
  

This is happening (Fact) 
AND 

This is happening (Fact) 
BUT, 

This is causing a big problem (Issue) 
THEREFORE, 

We are searching for a solution/ with our research we found this solution. (Recommendation) 
  

It is important to create empathy with the audience, make them engage with your story. To do 
this, remember to get quickly to the BUT as it describes the problem/conflict. An example given 
by scienceneedsstory.com would be: 

  
“We have a problem AND we know the solution, BUT we’re not implementing it, THEREFORE 

we’re starting a project to study it that will hopefully make it happen” 
  

Another example can be: 
  

“Flooding in urban Melbourne will occur more frequently due to climate change AND the local 
council is interested in implementing strategies to help communities vulnerable to flooding. BUT, 

they do not know how to convey the information effectively to vulnerable communities. 
THEREFORE, with our study we have created a framework that is easy to implement by the 

council and easy to follow by the communities” 
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First steps  

 
Your Communication goals 
Prioritise what your audience needs to know, want to know and why. Define what issue you 
want to communicate, what impact you want to achieve and core messages you want to bring 
across. Consider limiting the number of core messages as too many will be difficult to absorb by 
your audience. 
 
Your audience 
Communication is a two-way street. Understand your audience so that you can tailor your 
communication to their needs. This will also establish what challenges you might face when 
communicating.  
These are leading questions for you: 

● Who are they? 
● Why does your topic matter to them? 
● Why should they care/why do they care?  
● What background information do they need/Are they familiar with the topic?Will they 

understand jargon? 
● What might they be hesitant to hear?  
● How can you engage/reach them best? 

 
Scientific vs. “traditional” audience 
What do people want to know? This is different when communicating to a scientific or 
non-scientific audience. If you are communicating to a non-scientific audience, it will most likely 
be the results. The general framing of your topic is very important because people’s values and 
cultural identities will influence how the information is interpreted and received.  
Consider the complexity of the language you use and avoid jargon where possible. It may 
exclude people from your meanings and will distract your audience from your message. 
 

 
Derived from: https://www.compassscicomm.org/ 
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Message Box (by Kathy Zeller & Compass)  
The message box is a tool to identify and prioritise critical core messages you want to convey to 
your chosen audience. There are five sections in the message box (see below): Problems? So 
What? Benefits? Solutions? Issue?. 
 

● Audience: Identify your audience. 
● Issue: Define the topic you are addressing, meaning provide the broader context (bigger 

picture), but be as specific and clear as possible. 
● Problems: Define the focus and specifics of your topic and decide on the main problem 

(as there can be several). Be reflective on what would matter most to your audience. 
● So what: Understand what is important to your audience. This will help you frame your 

message so it resonates with your audience and you are able to communicate 
effectively. Find the intersection between what message you want to convey and what 
your audience cares about. Ask yourself questions like: Why should your audience care? 
What about your research/work is important for them to know? Why are you talking to 
them about it? What cultural issues do you need to consider? 

● Solutions: Outline the solutions for your problem. Is there something your audience can 
contribute to? How and why is this relevant to your audience? 

● Benefits: Define the benefits of addressing the problem. Focus on positive results of 
taking action. 

 
Derived from: https://www.compassscicomm.org/ 

 
These are supporting materials created for the purposes of a sustainability communications workshop hosted by the 
ICLEI Young Writers Network at RMIT University 8th May 2019. ICLEI Oceania takes no responsibility for any other 
application of these resources, but are provided freely for personal or academic uses. 
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