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Jaime Jacobsen  
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our Center for Science Communication in collaboration with the Dean's Office in the College of Liberal Arts. 

Katie Mitchell  
I’m Katie Mitchell, I'm one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show.

Connor McHugh  
My name is Connor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and a secondary host along the way.

Ashley Anderson  
My name is Ashley Anderson. I am part of the Department of Journalism and Media Communication and the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. I conduct research on the communication of climate health risks and understanding how to support individuals in protecting their health from the risks of wildfire smoke.

Mitchell
Thank you. And I'm curious; that's such a fascinating topic to be researching, and one that feels so relevant right now. How did you come to this research? What led you to this point?
Anderson
My research has always explored aspects of communication about our changing climate. One thing that really pulled me into wanting to do more focused research related to communication of health risks stemmed largely from some of my experiences with wildfire smoke in 2020 in northern Colorado. We had one of the largest wildfires in our state's history, the Cameron Peak fire. I remember how the haze just hung in the air for weeks. We had consistent days of orange sky. You could smell it. You could feel it in your chest, burning in your throat, increased coughing, and it motivated me to want to work more closely with people who are impacted by the health effects of smoke events like that.

Mitchell
Yeah, I remember that fire. It felt apocalyptic, living around it with the smoke and the sky like how you mentioned. It brought me right back to it. And as I think about what specifically you are working with folks on now, we unfortunately have more fires, right? They are becoming a seasonal consistency. What specifically does your research center on in helping with future safety and with health? 

Anderson
So, in my research, I'm really looking at how we communicate more specific, targeted, and actionable information about the pollutants in our air. So, more and more, we're relying on real-time hyper-local information about where smoke is and what pollutant is causing the air quality to be bad in that moment. And so that kind of information is becoming more accessible, and I'm working with some atmospheric scientists here to really explore how to make that information more accessible. But not only to have that information more available through low-cost sensors, but also to explore how we can motivate people to seek out that information and then act on that information. And so thinking through how we make it more connected to their day-to-day decision making, to their lived experiences, is sort of the core of the work that we're doing. 

And so that looks different for the different communities that we work with. One sort of audience for the work that we're doing are outdoor workers, for people who work outside for their day to day, like doesn't necessarily align with general recommendations that you would get from existing air quality information and communication, which is, stay inside, right, as much as possible, and they need to go outside to work. And so we have worked on identifying what are messages that align with their lived experiences, right? How can they reschedule their work, if possible? How can they move some of it inside if possible? How can they reduce the intensity of the work that they're doing? Because when you reduce the intensity, you have lower respiration, and therefore the health effects are lower. And so, thinking through identifying messages that provide that actionable guidance, but then also identifying the channels that we can communicate that through, and the media that will best resonate with their environment.

Mitchell
So, I'm curious; you give the example of these outdoor workers, right? I'm curious if you have any examples of the specific impact of maybe a campaign that you've run, or a specific group where you've finished the work with them, or even examples from your own life of the impact of this research.

Anderson
Yes. So in the summer of 2023, we developed, implemented, and evaluated a campaign with outdoor workers here in Fort Collins. And one unique thing about that summer is that we actually had a really light smoke season. There was a lot of moisture that winter leading up to that summer. At the same time, what that allowed us to do was really look at this question of: Can we motivate engagement on the topic of air quality in the absence of these sensory cues that are so prevalent in motivating health-protective action? So there's been a lot of research up to now that shows that when people have those sensory cues, like they breathe in the smoke, they smell it, they see it, they will take action, or they're more likely to say that they'll take action. But when we ran our campaign, we had a season that was lighter in smoke, and so it allowed us to say, “Can we motivate people to at least check the air quality and increase awareness and things like that in the absence of those sensory cues?” And we found success with our campaign in motivating that information engagement, actions that we know are an important precursor to other actions, like rescheduling their work, reducing the intensity of their work activities, wearing a mask, things like that, that would be ultimately more prevalent in future smoke seasons.

Mitchell
That's really encouraging to see that it's starting to have an impact, a positive impact, on these stakeholders, right? People who are impacted no matter what, and when you're looking at what feels like more vulnerable communities, like these outdoor workers, like folks who will need to take, really take action that will impact their lives, like rescheduling or finding other ways to do the work, it's great to see that that's something that you are on the right track for. 

So it sounds like the role of science communication here has a really great impact. And when I think about science communication in my mind, I sometimes do not associate it with liberal arts. And so I'm seeing a great emphasis at CSU on science communication, and I would love to hear more about the work that we're doing in that realm, since you're so involved.

Anderson
The unique thing about a liberal arts approach to science communication is that it provides the social science and humanities perspectives on the important, pressing problems of rapidly changing scientific issues that society is managing, that critical perspective is important for examining what role does communication play in the governance of scientific issues. And so science communication can approach that from a variety of perspectives. 

It can approach it from expanding the range of voices that have a say in the development, in the management, of science and technology; it can examine effective approaches for engaging the public more broadly in scientific issues, everything from the arts to humor to strategic communication approaches. For example, in the campaign that we did with outdoor workers, we used social science approaches to understand the organizations that we were communicating in and developing our campaign for through the research that we did to develop the campaign that resonated well with that community, meant tying in local images that they felt proud about into the campaign, creating engaging, interactive components of the campaign. Part of the campaign was to have an actual magnet that sat in their shop, and the magnet was an air quality dial, and so it prompted them to check the air quality and change the dial to match what the air quality was that day. 

So providing these regular, consistent cues that tapped into the social norms of the organization that supported their day to day engagement with the topic of air quality information and information sharing and information exchange about something complex and maybe not as top of mind for individuals as air quality requires not just a successful campaign with like appealing aesthetics and things like that, but it does also require thinking through the organization itself, where it's being fostered, right? And so understanding the importance of the culture of the organization and how that informs the way people engage with the information is part of the successful campaign.

Mitchell
Thank you so much for explaining that. I feel like I have a better understanding now of the role that understanding the audience and approaching this through a social sciences and humanities lens lends the communication of the issue right so that it can be received. 

So, Ashley, thank you so much for your time and for sharing your research with us and explaining the importance of continuing the work. 

Anderson
Thank you.

Jacobsen
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening. 
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